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This arts-practice Ph.D. thesis seeks to investigate the aporia of autonomy and 
dependency through arts practice and social engagement. Arts Practice was used as a 
robust and agile tool for allowing space for non-consensus and an open forum for 
discussion with participants, considering how we balance our freedom and our need for 
one another in society. Two distinct, yet inter-related works were created, connecting 
with over 300 people. These works sought to explore both autonomy and dependency in 
society from all who participated in the projects, including myself as an artist. Both pieces 
were multi-genre performance art pieces that sought to explore art-making and 
performance as a forum to engage with the community, responding to complex societal 
questions. Drawing from Derrida’s concept of deconstruction (1971), in particular in 
relation to aporia, the thesis explores arts practice, somatics and performance. This 
research included the voices and experiences of over 300 people, including my auto-
ethnographic reflections of creation and production.  
 
The first work, The Autonomy Project, was a large-scale piece designed to create an 
artistic medium and arts-practice research to investigate diverse perspectives on 
autonomy through art.  Involving young people within the community, professional 
artists, and academics. The second piece, The Kindness of Strangers, was a collaboration 
with Math Professor, John McLoughlin. It focused on exploring the conditions of 
dependency within my own life and community. This piece was a personal response to 
The Autonomy Project and investigated the reality of my dependency on those around me 
and the support networks that surround me.  
 
The most striking finding to emerge across both pieces was that participants came to view 
autonomy is a collective experience rather an entirely individualistic phenomenon. 
Relationships underpinned personal autonomy, for myself and those who participated in 
both pieces. As the youth artists in The Autonomy Project discovered, one person's 
autonomy cannot intrude upon another person's  and trust, and respect were paramount 
within the groups. By placing individual autonomy in society at the centre of the project, 
what emerged was a story of community and collaboration. The devolved and democratic 
framework used for young artists and professional artists, facilitated the emergence of a 
rich tapestry of diverse performance and voices. The Kindness of Strangers extended this 
artistic exploration of the role of relationships through walking with 184 members of the 
public across four cities in Ireland.  In collaboration with Professor McLoughlin, a 
mathematical equation was derived as a framework to conceptualise aspects of the 
surrounding ecology, representing a map of care and dependency. This map shaped how 
I engaged with the public and fostered a more in-depth exploration the networks of care 
that surround me and others and was used as a medium through which I could explore 
interdependency with those with whom I walked. These interlinked artistic explorations 
exposed me to the tensions at the heart of our human relationships. By foregrounding 
personal freedom, I presented community; by leaning on this community, I enhanced my 
creative freedom. The emerging findings and performances successfully illustrated the 
potential of art in providing a forum for engaging communities in shared exploration. 
This research argues for the role of artistic practice in negotiating the implications, 
challenges and opportunities inherent in the aporia of autonomy and dependency in 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
If I am struggling for autonomy, do I not also need to be struggling for something 
else as well, a conception of myself as invariably in community, impressed upon 
by others, impinging upon them as well, and in ways that are not fully in my 
control or clearly predictable (Butler 2006, p. 27)  
This arts practice research seeks to explore conditions of autonomy and dependency 
through art-making, from multiple perspectives. In the above quote from Judith Butler’s 
Precarious life, she argues that our struggle for autonomy must not privilege the rational 
at the expense of recognising our embodiment and the demands that others make on us 
and we on them. This study has sought to explore both the conditions of autonomy and 
dependency for myself as an artist, mother, and member of a community in collaboration 
with performers and academics involved in the works.  Arts practice and performance 
was used as the primary source of gathering data and included the voices and experiences 
of over 300 people, including my autoethnographic reflections of creation and production. 
While this research was a multidisciplinary exploration, importantly, my practice and 
knowledge of art and art-making remain grounded in my background as a professional 
dancer.  
Within this introduction, I will outline my journey from my practice as a dancer, 
choreographer, and teacher to the broader research questions that formed the basis of this 
arts practice Ph.D. I will outline the foundations of this research from somatics, 
performance, and citizenship to the creation of my two arts practice performances and 
outline the theoretical parameters that created the methodological framework of this 
research. I will discuss how the themes emerged from my continuing somatic practice 
and how this then formed the basis of my two arts practice performances: The Autonomy 
Project and The Kindness of Strangers.  
1.1    Research Questions 
My research questions are as follows:  
       Primary question:  
How can arts-practice approaches be used to investigate perspectives on autonomy and 
dependency through art, involving young people within the community, professional 




Secondary questions:  
1. How can arts performance explore the impact of social support and networks of 
care on the autonomy of the individual? 
2. How does engagement with arts practice performance allow a broader discourse 
surrounding the body and the individual and the individual within society?    
3. How can we use arts practice as a way of connecting and exploring important, 







1.2. Situating Self within the Research 
Before discussing the artistic focus of this project, let me first further identify my practice 
as a dancer, researcher, teacher, and choreographer, in order to situate myself in the 
research. Throughout this chapter, I will also give a brief overview of some of the 
foundational theoretical parameters of this research, as they have emerged from my 
practice.  
As a professional dance artist with 20 years of experience as a freelance dancer, in 
conjunction with choreographing work and teaching, my range of experience has formed 
the groundwork for my Ph.D. research. The genesis of this research began when exploring 
my embodied history through somatic practice. Furthermore, my engagement with arts 
practice research has facilitated a more in-depth investigation of how embodied practices 
relate to citizenship (Kampe 2014). I completed my MA in Dance, combining movement 
improvisation with behavioural psychology to expose the accumulated movement that 
creates the "moving identity" (Roche 2015) across the life span of a professional dancer. 
In this research, I collaborated with Psychologist, Dr. Neil Kenny, to create movement 
improvisations that would be the priming tool for Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) interviews1. This research aims to interrogate to what extent past 
experiences of dance influence the dancers' movement patterning and how this affects the 
individuals' self-concept. This research allowed me to uncover many parallels within my 
own experience, and by exploring this with other professionals, I was able to discover 
patterns formed by training and inherent biases within the practice of this group of 
dancers. Past research has shown that the professional dancer's self-concept is strongly 
influenced by the conditions of their profession (Van Staden, Myburgh, & Poggenpoel 
2004). By allowing the dancers time to explore specific influences on how they moved, 
this allowed the dancers within this study to examine how this affected their personal 
history. This study was funded by the Arts Council of Ireland, and resulted in a paper 
which is currently under review from the Journal of Dance and Education.  
 
1 In IPA, researchers gather qualitative data from research participants using techniques such as interview, 
diaries, or focus group. Typically, these are approached from a position of flexible and open-ended 
inquiry, and the interviewer adopts a stance which is curious and facilitative (rather than, say, 






Following on from this research, I initially set out to continue on this trajectory and clarify 
my skills in facilitating somatic research for myself and others. I began training in Body-
Mind Centering® (BMCSM) with an organisation, Embody Move, in the UK, and also with 
Joan Davis* here in Ireland. Body-Mind Centering® (BMCSM) is an integrated and 
embodied approach to movement, the body, and consciousness. Developed by Bonnie 
Bainbridge Cohen, she described this as:  
an experiential study based on the embodiment and application of anatomical, 
physiological, psychophysical and developmental principles, utilizing movement, 
touch, voice and mind. Its uniqueness lies in the specificity with which each of 
the body systems can be personally embodied and integrated, the fundamental 
groundwork of developmental re-patterning, and the utilization of a body-based 
language to describe movement and body-mind relationships. The study of Body-
Mind Centering® is a creative process in which embodiment of the material is 
explored in the context of self-discovery and openness. Each person is both the 
student and the subject matter and the underlying goal is to discover the ease that 
underlies transformation. (Bainbridge Cohan, Website)  
My interest began to become focused on Embryology2 and what this can uncover about 
the physical patterning of movement (I will expand on this in Chapters 2, 3, and 4). It was 
this exploration of my body’s experience of sensorial modes, as an accumulated story of 
our histories, that led me to consider the idea of the heteronomy of the body; the layered 
and collected influences that settle in the dancers' movement lexicon, creating a 
"movement identity" of the dancer (Roche 2011). The ‘moving identity’ describes the 
influences on the body mind of dancers through repeated patterning of training and 
professional practice; and more broadly speaking, how these experiences have impacted 
on them  as people and citizens.  
The exploration of Embryology led me to consider the potential for "pockets of 
autonomy"3 (Journal Entry LMcL, 2017) within my movement, or places less influenced 
by the world around me and my previous experiences.  This idea expanded beyond my 
original concept, which was primarily focused on my movement as a dancer. As I began 
to consider the complexity of the networks of influence that surround me as an individual, 
I began to consider expanding this original framework. Thus, the ground work for both 
of my arts practice projects was formed in and around this embodied questioning. 
Questions regarding autonomy and dependency arose from my physical practice within 
 
2 I undertook electives with Joan Davis and Infant Developmental Movement Education in embody move. 
These focused on Embryological development.  
3 “pockets of autonomy” was a phrase I used when writing about moments within embryological states in 




the fields of dance and somatics. From this, I sought to invite other artists and academics 
to explore these themes with me and ended by drawing renewed clarity back to my 
moving body for further reflection. This research took place over two artistic outputs: (1) 
The Autonomy Project in 2018 and (2) The Kindness of Strangers in 2019.   
1.3 The Dancer 
My journey as a dancer began, as is the case with many dancers, with early training 
mainly in classical ballet from the age of four. Dance has been a foundational forum for 
my interactions with, and approaches to understanding, the world and my relationships 
with others around me. In this context, my experiences of dance, dance education, and 
my practice as a dance artist are fundamental in framing my approach to this arts practice 
research. As is the case with many dance artists, I pursued an intensive and rigorous 
journey of dance training from early in life. I trained professionally at the Rambert 
School4 in London for three years, where I received a grounding in both classical ballet 
and contemporary dance. I went on to perform with dance companies nationally and 
internationally for the next 15 years, gradually transitioning into choreographing, 
teaching, and researching with less emphasis on performance. In 2010,  I made my first 
fully funded production in collaboration with three choreographers called “Fourtold.” I 
then moved out of Dublin to facilitate my children receiving an alternative education. 
This meant that I was no longer able to perform with the companies I had previously 
worked with, and so I began creating more independent works. However, my experience 
of the movement I created was that it felt derivative, and I was struggling to find my 
artistic voice. In many ways, the study completed for my MA was an attempt to try to 
clarify this voice, by uncovering the layered influences of my “moving identity” (Roche 
2015) and placing them in order of importance to discover the ideas my body was drawing 
from. This was very useful, and by continuing my training in Body-Mind 
Centering® (BMCSM) and Origins,5 with Joan Davis, I found a renewed clarity in how I 
 
4 I attended the Rambert School of Ballet and Contemporary dance from 1994-1997. The Rambert Ballet 
School that Rambert founded in 1919 and was later subsumed into Brunel University and in 2003, the 
Rambert School became independent again and is now known as the Rambert School of Ballet and 
Contemporary Dance. At the time of my Three- Year Diploma, Dr. Ross McKim was director.  
5 Drawing on Body-Mind Centering, Authentic Movement, Advaita Vedanta, Process-Oriented 
Psychology, Craniosacral Therapy, Family Constellation Work, embryology and many other 
sources, Origins takes is a technique created by Joan Davis investigating the journey from pre-
conception through our formation as an embryo, birth and the development of perception and 
movement. A series of 'somaticisations' and 'Acts of Enquiry' invite us back to explore each of the nine 






wanted to make work. It is important to note that I have taken modules of Infant 
Developmental Movement Education (IDME), Body-Mind Centering® (BMCSM) and 
Origins, but I have not completed the full programme of training in them. I will reference 
these Somatic experiences, but as I am not an instructor, I have followed a line of inquiry 
that came out of my research instead.  I will expand on this journey in chapters 3, 4, and 
5.  
1.4 The Teacher, The Student 
As a teacher of dance, observing, and participating in the training of other dancers, one 
of the things I have become acutely aware of is how dance training encourages high levels 
of adaptability in the dancer (Claid 2006, Green 1999). I began to become mindful of the 
dynamic of overt and covert curricula being transmitted to dancers, who were 
simultaneously learning dance techniques and more subtly, being inculcated into a culture 
of ideas and norms (Apple 1983). In effect, the dance student is learning to be adaptable 
and to mould themselves to the myriad of different ways that individual choreographers 
or teachers ask them to move. By using the body in this way, a professional dancer will 
have built a high level of awareness and articulation of movement and be very 
kinaesthetically intelligent. However, this can, and often does, encourage the dancer to 
give primacy to meeting external requirements with less attention to the somatic sensing 
of the body. Newer systems of training have integrated somatics into training, and these 
are very welcome advances; however, my own experience and training were in the 1990s 
before this was common practice. To become more aware of the "hidden curriculum"6 
(Apple 1983) that my body may be displaying, unconsciously, seemed a vital task as an 
educator and performer. I would also like to stress that, even though dance training now 
includes somatic practices, dance has simultaneously become even more competitive, as 
is evidenced by the rise of dance competitions and the proliferation of dance footage on 
social media (Foster 2017). Dancers in the current marketplace face global competition 
in the form of televised competitive dance and content from social media from 
practitioners from all over the world (Foster 2017). Indeed, for myself, it is now when I 
am no longer "a body for hire" (Foster 1997, p. 255) that I can sink myself more in-depth 
 
6 A hidden curriculum is an idea that underlying attitudes of schooling and training, such as norms, 






into somatic explorations. Within my career as a freelance dancer, maintaining strength 
and “technique” took primacy over exploring my embodied sensorial systems.  
1.5 Identity in Dance  
In a sense, the movement of the professional dancer's body can be considered to be one 
based on expectation, where the body can quickly become colonised by external value 
judgments which are then re-internalized by the dancer (Shapiro 1998). Past research has 
shown that professional dancers view dance as more than an occupation but as a vocation, 
one that also shapes the identity of the individual profession (Van Staden, Myburgh, & 
Poggenpoel 2004). Indeed, much of the research on dancer's moving identity (Roche 
2015), whereby engagement with external influences through ongoing dance education 
or practice leads to the expression of a "body of ideas" (Foster 1997, p.255), mirrors the 
dynamic process of identity formation within the field of psychology. For example, Eric 
Erikson's seminal research investigated the process of identity formation across the 
lifespan of the individual. His framework proposes the concept that the process of forming 
a strong identity is a task that is primarily initiated in adolescence, and those who do not 
manage a re-synthesis of childhood identifications are seen as being in a state of 'identity 
diffusion. This is particularly relevant to professional dancers, whereby much of this 
training takes place in these formative years. In Erikson's conception, 
Neither does the individual adapt to society, nor does society mould him (sic) into 
its pattern; rather, society and individuals form a unity within which a mutual 
regulation takes place. The social institutions are pre-conditions of individual 
development, and the developing individual's behaviour, in turn, elicits that help 
which society gives through its adult members directed by its institutions and 
traditions. Society is not merely a prohibitor or provider; it is the necessary matrix 
of the development of all behaviour  (Rapaport 1958, p. 104) 
This process mirrors the "hidden curriculum" (Apple 1983) of dance education that 
proceeds as a value-set within the culture that surrounds dance. The individual does not 
engage with dance education or practice as an individual, but within the community of 
dance, with its accompanying values, attitudes, and influences.  
To explore this formation within my artistic practice,  my continued study of somatic 
practice and the understanding of the role of my somatic and sensory experiences as a 
sensing, moving individual has been foundational to my creative and artistic practice. 
How to mediate these two aspects of internal (perceived expectation) and external 




movement and artistic voice. To identify these "pockets of autonomy" (Journal Entry 
LMcL, 2017) within my creative practice was a useful exercise and gave rise to work that 
was very different from the work I had made previously.  
It is important to note that I begin from the premise of assumed heteronomy. We live in 
a heteronomous world. The dictates of society impress upon us at every turn (Oliver 
2005). So, at best, we can strive towards autonomy as a useful concept or location but it 
cannot be achieved in its unnuanced form.  
Within this thesis, I will explore autonomy both as an ideal and as an obstacle, as I explore 
how our hierarchy of thought and language diminish the roles of care and dependency for 
individuals (Derrida 1997; Buffachi 2018). By exploring autonomy through the lens of 
"deconstruction" (Derrida 1971), I used arts practice to dive deeper into the questioning 
of how these two aspects of autonomy and dependency create tensions for the participants 
in this research. This examination also brought to my awareness the dynamic of the 
individual within a social, cultural, or societal system, where the dual forces of autonomy 
and dependency continually influence the individual’s (or citizen’s) experience of being 
in the world (Oliver 2005). In a sense, our heteronomous selves are to be assumed; we 
can assume that we are influenced, and to a certain degree, coerced by the norms that 
society creates and dictates. 
 At best, one can be 'relatively' autonomous, insofar as everyone, no matter how 
independently-minded, is to some degree dependent on other people, on 
conventions and on things that he or she has not created, such as language. To this 
extent, then, one is heteronomous or subject to the Law of the 'Other,' that is, in 
Lacanian terms, to the (moral) Law articulated in the symbolic order as 
representative of societal values. (Olivier 2005, p. 1).  
We are subject to the laws and dictates of the society in which we live. Beyond that, we 
are also, in psychological terms, continuously aligning and reorganizing our behaviour 
according to accepted norms of the community or group that we align our values with 
(Tajifel 1978). This internalisation of our behaviour is less evident to the individual. It is 
this unconscious self-editing and self-policing that somatics can create a space in which 
to explore (Bainbridge-Cohan 1980).  
1.5.1 The role of somatics in investigating the heteronomous body 
This is where somatics can play a profound role in our unravelling of that which is 




and emotion (Hartley 2004) into view. Hartley discusses how consciously directed 
movement needs to be balanced by allowing unconscious or instinctive movements to 
occur to enable this interplay between our conscious thought and the inner feeling of self. 
Chodorow deliberates how the "...Actual act of moving creates proprioceptive and 
kinaesthetic feedback which serves to confront the unconscious with the body's ego 
reality" (Chodorow 1977 as cited by Hartley 2004, p. 63).  Through improvisational 
practice, the moving self allows us to unpick our thinking from our reflexive habits of 
thought, to allow space for more exploration. In a sense, somatics enables us to "play" 
with the transient moments of the present and fully immerse into the nuance of 
experience, at the moment. “The mind is like the wind and the body like the sand: if you 
want to see how the wind is blowing, you can look at the sand” (Bainbridge Cohan 2008, 
p. 11).  
While I also understand that a claim that anything "new" or "autonomous" is potentially 
naïve, given most ideas can be neither, the perception is also beneficial. The exploration 
of my sensory feedback and reflexive experience of my moving body can serve as a 
counterpoint to familiar and engrained patterns of movement and attitudes towards my 
movement. The uncoupling and examination of my previous patterning has brought about 
"pockets of autonomy" (Journal Entry, LMcL, 2017) and ideas that could not have been 
developed otherwise. The further investigation of embryology, within the Body-Mind 
Centering® (BMCSM) system, has allowed me to access these stores of memory, feeling 
imperatives within my movement formed in these early developmental years. These 
echoes of patterning that can still be felt, at a cellular level, within my moving soma. In 
a sense, accessing these deep memories from embryology, have exerted another type of 
influence on my artistic self, as both my art practice works have found their genesis within 
this somatic work. This influence has been a drive for finding my creative voice, rather 
than allowing my dance to continue to feel like a pastiche of my previous experiences. 
This influence also extended in to how I curated and designed both works. Somatics, is 
by design, an explorative process, whereby the person is free to self direct their sensorial 
expression within the framework of the class/workshop/improvisation. This idea of 
creating a frame to support and allow freedom of expression for all involved in this 
project, took its roots back to Somatic practice. So, in. sense, Somatics and somatic 
exploration allowed me to design and explore both art works, while also forming the basis 




1.5.2 Performance as a tool for investigating “pockets of autonomy” and dependency  
By creating two distinctive, yet intertwined works to open up these emerging themes, I 
was able to discover new insights and alternative ways of viewing autonomy and 
dependency from my perspective and for those involved in the research. My first work, 
The Autonomy Project, involved over 100 people and brought together the work of youth 
groups, professional artists and academics in a democratic framework to explore the 
concept of autonomy in society. Within this piece, I was curator and designer of the 
project and I also created a solo, for dancer, Isabella Oberländer, entitled The body 
autonomous. This solo work sat within a larger frame of six promenade performances in 
an installation piece in the historical Sailors Home in Limerick. This work was proposing 
the future evolutionary potential of our bodies and created an idea for how could evolve 
beyond language.  For the second work, I created a solo for myself, in which I walked  
with 184 people in four cities in Ireland, while carrying “an equation of care and 
dependency” in soil upon my back. Both works sought to enact a range of potentials from 
the heteronomous individual to the autonomous body of the future. These plays on the 
concepts opened up new dialogues with the cohort of people involved in the work and 
with the spectators of both performance outputs. I will outline both of these performance 
works in chapters, 3, 4, and 5. Chapter 2 will outline the theoretical parameters of the 
work and the ecology of concepts that support the artistic outputs.  
1.6. Methodology 
1.6.1 Arts Practice research 
This idea that knowledge is inherently an unstable concept is the fundamental definition 
of the postmodernist worldview as, according to postmodern philosophy, society is in a 
state of constant change. There is no absolute version of reality, no absolute truths. With 
this in mind, the idea that a singular perspective on any piece or experience of artwork 
holds little or no validity when exploring the verbal and non-verbal transmission and 
communication through the arts. The recent emergence and developing acceptance within 
the academy of arts practice research has been an exciting academic development. It has 
brought with it dynamic new ways of approaching research and accessing the hitherto 
"enigmatic cloak" that surrounds the work of artists and the role the creative arts play 
within the fabric of our society (Nelson 2013). By applying the creative mind to find and 
expand new methodologies, we are discovering a rich vein of qualitative data that can 




allowing greater insight and access to the creative process, but its reach extends beyond 
the arts community. It can encourage multiple rich narratives to emerge that have 
previously been excluded from academia (Quaye 2007). Within this particular research, 
young people, artists, and academics have been much more than subjects within a study, 
as they have been co-creators of the methodology and design of the research. In this way, 
arts practice allows for a deep engagement with the themes that are the basis of the study. 
In this research, for example, rather than asking people their opinions about issues relating 
to their lives, the participants were engaged in a rigorous sifting and testing of their own 
experiences through art-making over a sustained period of time (Cancienne & Snowbar 
2003). This allowed for a much deeper engagement with the themes and opened up space 
for debate and creativity.  
Within the field of arts practice research itself, the discussions regarding the nomenclature 
to describe the subtle variations of practice-led research, practice as research, practice-
based is not an argument that I will elaborate on here. Suffice to say that these variations 
and the lack of consensus, even among advocates of arts practice, attests to the 
multiplicity of methods and the individuality of many Ph.D. programmes. By employing 
the dual aspects of research and performance, arts practice encourages a dynamic 
interplay between traditional academic study and the unstable and quixotic "moment" of 
the present. It is in this present moment that it allows new insights to emerge potentially 
(Nelson 2013). Once live performance is introduced into the equations of knowing the 
conventional methods of how this is accumulated, stored, and transmitted is called into 
question (Candlin 2000). Thus, the need for a broad palate of methodologies employed 
in the field of art practice to capture and distil the fragile essence of the performed 
"moment’ and the outcome from participation with artmaking.  The action of 
performances "marks identities, bend, remake time, adorn and reshape the body, tell 
stories and allow people to play with behaviour that is ‘twice behaved’ not-for-the-first-
time, rehearsed, cooked, prepared" (Schechner 1998, p. 361). The positivist ideal that a 
knowable "truth" can be discovered, measured, and controlled via objective means cannot 
be applied to the temporary and individual experience of any creative process. Even more 
traditional qualitative frameworks need to be extended past the linguistic,  
any definition of knowledge needs to acknowledge these non-verbal forms of 
transmission. It also must include the idea that knowledge is itself often unstable, 
ambiguous, and multidimensional, can be emotionally or affectively charged, and 
cannot necessarily be conveyed with the precision of a mathematical proof.  




I have used an interdisciplinary approach combining qualitative research methods, 
autoethnography, and arts practice to investigate my research questions. My primary 
method was my practice as an artist. These research questions were clarified by my 
embodied practice. The use of autoethnographic methods was used to explore my practice 
as a dancer, researcher, and creator and curator. By then involving over 300 people in 
these projects, through artmaking, interviews and focus groups, and performance, I was 
able to extend my individual perspective and give voice to a span of experiences.  
By employing arts practice methods, I designed two performances frameworks. 
Interrogating the research themes as both an academic and an artist, both from a personal 
perspective and from the perspective of all of the contributors to both projects.  I aimed 
to use arts practice to open up understanding concerning issues relating to “autonomy” 
and “dependency’ for this cohort of people. I used autoethnographic methods to distil an 
account of the performed experience and outcomes of this project, while using 
autoethnographic journals as a primary source in tracing the artistic and personal 
outcomes of this dissertation. Leavy (2015) discusses how autoethnography arose from 
the field of ethnography in the form of field notes and memo notes that places the 
researcher within the research. The origins of autoethnography as a method came from 
the supposition that the positionality of the researcher can never entirely be removed from 
the study, which challenges the traditional concept of the researcher as a passive observer. 
Within this thesis, I have placed my description of each of the artworks within the findings 
section to outline how art, in this case, multidisciplinary performance practices, can add 
to and inform discussion and analysis of complex narratives.  This was particularly 
relevant regarding the youth artists, some of whom said very little in the focus groups; 
however, their artistic outcomes made a sophisticated statement on their concepts of 
autonomy. Autoethnographic methods suggest, as Brigg and Bleiker (2010) argue, that 
the role of the author cannot be erased within qualitative research, contending that 
research should not be presented as if the facts lay out there, ready to be plucked cleanly 
from their source. The purpose of autoethnography is to appreciate and evaluate how the 
self can become a legitimate source of knowledge (Chang 2011), allowing the author to 
acknowledge their perspective beyond that of a mere messenger. This views the success 
of the method as: “Rather than relying on pre-determined criteria, we argue that 
methodological uses of the self should be judged by their ability to open up new 




This range of methodological approaches has been adopted within this work to ensure 
enhanced rigour and credibility of the research elements of the dissertation (Guba & 
Lincoln 2005). Positioning the voices of the young artists, professional artists and 
academics within this project, allowed for a deeper engagement with the research 
questions. I used qualitative research methods to gather data from focus groups, 
interviews, and written submissions, in tandem with autoethnographic journals and 
writing.  
1.6.2 Qualitative data collection procedures 
Following ten weeks of workshops and artmaking, I held focus groups with each of the 
youth groups. These were supplemented with semi-structured interviews conducted with 
youth group facilitators and the professional artists involved. All of these interviews and 
focus groups were conducted face to face in a setting familiar to the participants and at a 
time of their choosing. Participants were informed that their involvement was voluntary 
and that they could end the interview/ focus group at any time if they so wished. 
Interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The 
transcripts were read in their entirety several times to gain a sense of the data. Data 
analysis was continued until data saturation7 was achieved. 
1.6.3 Qualitative data analysis  
Data from the interviews and focus groups were analysed using thematic content analysis.  
This approach was used to generate codes drawn from the transcript of the interviews 
conducted with participants. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is 
a method for systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of 
meaning (themes) across a data set. Thematic analysis offers a flexible method that is 
independent of any pre-determined theoretical framework, facilitating an inductive 
analysis of the themes emerging from the data (Braun & Clarke 2006). It offers a 
'contextualist' position, recognising how individuals make meaning of their experiences 
while acknowledging the broader social influences upon these meanings (Braun & Clarke 
2006). 
 
7 Data saturation refers to the quality and quantity of information in a qualitative research 
study. Researchers usually define data saturation as the point when “no new information or themes are 





Given the complexity of The Autonomy Project and the collection of data from across a 
broad range of stakeholders, this range of methods was used to facilitate a broad 
understanding of the experiences and views of young artists, professional artists, and 
youth group facilitators. The analysis progresses beyond the surface description of the 
data to interpret deeper meanings within each theme. This facilitates a deeper 
understanding of the social and ideological structures underpinning the perspectives 
relevant to the concept of Autonomy and how it is understood within the current cohort 
of participants (Braun & Clarke 2006). 
Thick descriptions from across the range of participants were captured during the 
generation of the findings from across both projects. In all cases, in-depth and detailed 
outlines of perspectives, contexts, and artistic creations were outlined to provide clarity 
regarding culturally situated meanings (Geertz 1973). The voice of young artists were 
also analysed in the context of what was said by other youth artists, or professional artists, 
or the experiences of the performances to allow for a full picture of The Autonomy Project 
to emerge. These experiences added and shaped the development of the second 
performance The Kindness of Strangers. The voices of the public with whom I engaged 
were understood with reference to the writings of my autoethnographic journal in The 
Kindness of Strangers.  
1.6.4 Autoethnographic writing 
I maintained a reflective journal across the creation of both of these artworks and outlined 
the steps that led to particular decisions or understandings that emerged. The excepts that 
I  chose, served to foster understandings of the steps taken and the challenges faced in the 
conducting of this research. I wanted to situate the basis of the research through the 
autoethnographic writing and much of this derived from journal excerpts after somatic 
improvisations. In this way, I have shown the reader how my research questions derived 
from somatic practices, and attempted to thread the line of inquiry from somatics into 
practice. I have placed my autoethnographic writing after the data gathered from 
participants in The Autonomy Project as a way of distilling the experience from a wider 
lens to the more personal observations. In the forth chapter, I have foregrounded the 
autoethnography, as all of my data derives from my personal experiences of walking with 
184 people and the creation and design of the work. My autoethnographic journals 
provided an outline of my experiences, and In doing so, I wrote in the understanding that 




2011, p. 47). Much of the writing that I have included proceeded improvisations. In this 
I attempted to foreground my dancing voice, articulating the moments that seemed to 
have particular significance in the research. Braidotti (2011) discusses how embodied 
accounts illuminate experience and by writing many of my journal entries, that I have 
included in this thesis, from this place of deeply inhabiting my body through 
improvisation, I hoped to open these rich experiences to the reader. These improvisations 
formed the basis of the two performance works that I made and, as Cancienne, & Snowbar 
discuss:  
As arts-based researchers, we explore how we have been socially constructed 
through our bodies as well as how the physicality of our technique and lived 
experience moves us beyond our social constructions. This exploration is 
important to the development of an educational movement researcher (2003, p. 
240) 
Even though much of these writings are deeply personal, they have a relevance beyond 
my own experience as “even when you are the primary source of data, your story often 
includes others-others of similarity, difference, and/or opposition” (Chang 2008, p. 68). 
My narrative of making, curating and supporting, exposes the evolution of the ideas and 
the journey creatively and practically across the two art works.  
In the case of arts practice, it may be difficult to establish in the traditional sense what ‘a 
contribution to knowledge’ might mean, as practice is not seen always given 
commensurate value equivalent to theory and requires a different evaluation system. To 
overcome the problems that I have just considered, Graeme Sullivan (2010) advocates 
that when assessing art practice, we should focus on ‘possibility’ rather than ‘plausibility’ 
(p.96), for creating knowledge. With this concept of ‘possibility’ in mind, I believe that 
this thesis has opened up possibilities for new insights into the use of arts practice and the 
knowledge and experience inherent in the design and creation of these two art works. In 
this way, the artwork embodies theory in a way that is accusable to a broader public. Since 
artworks are mainly ‘consumed’ by the public, the audience and participants in this thesis 
are offered an accessible device for engaging with complex concepts, creating the 
conditions for the transmission of knowledge. This is something that other disciplines are 
less likely to able to achieve because of their reach within the confines of academic 
publishing. Arts practice, therefore, can, not only produce knowledge, but offer 




1.7 Ethics  
This project received ethical approval from the Arts Humanities and Social Sciences 
(AHSS) department ethics committee from the University of Limerick, as the first part of 
this project involved working with youth groups in the Limerick City region, with some 
participants under the age of 18. Given that the theme of The Autonomy Project is 
conceptions of Autonomy, this involved participants exploring areas such as politics, 
gender identity, and personal issues. Importantly, however, the researcher's contact with 
the young people followed a series of 20 workshops facilitated by the gatekeeper youth 
groups with whom they have an established relationship. Consent forms were given to 
their parents, and assent forms were given to the young people involved in the project to 
ensure willing participation in the focus groups. It was also explained that all 
contributions had been anonymized, and no participant has been identified in transcripts.   
The Kindness of strangers gave each of the 184 the option to walk with me or not and 
everyone signed a consent form to have either the audio or video or both used as part of 
this research. Anyone who did not want their image used was removed from the footage 
and audio of this work.  
1.8 Participants 
This project comprised of several different cohorts of participants.  In all, there were 
sixty-two young people involved in The Autonomy Project, who participated as members 
of four separate youth organisations; four organisations with ten tutors (five included in 
the report) and seven professional artists.  Within the second work, The Kindness of 
Strangers, I positioned my voice in relation to the experience, conversations, and creation 
of walking with 184 people.  
1.9 Limitations 
The limitations within arts practice more generally have been much debated in the 
academy, and the co-option of methodologies from a broad spectrum of academia shows 
the inherent tension as to what constitutes "real research" when examining practice. This 
has led to an over bias in some areas of the social science in recent years for experimental 
and quantitative research methods, and statistically generalizable results (Cannella & 
Lincoln 2004). Indeed, the complexity and diversity of approaches for ensuring design 




mean reviewers are unable to evaluate qualitative analyses appropriately nor completely 
trust the reported results (Lather 2004). However, given the qualitative and auto-
ethnographic nature of the current research, the emphasis in designing the research 
aspects of both arts-practice performance pieces was on ensuring a rich complexity was 
reflected in the data collection. An abundance of rich, varied, and thick descriptive data 
is identified as characterising high-quality qualitative research (Tracy 2010). This 
comprised the use of a range of data collection approaches with participants, such as 
interviews, focus groups, and the artistic outputs. In addition, an auto-ethnographic 
research journal was kept, and a detailed trail  across the timeframe of the research. Both 
artistic pieces were sources of rich data collection, with a range of performances 
completed across both pieces, with audio of video footage collected from interactions and 
performances.  
Another potential limitation of this work relates to its deep subjectivity, in both the 
artwork and the written work. I have been both subject and analyst within much of this 
project. This leaves open the criticism of researcher bias and challenges to the authenticity 
or sincerity of the findings (Tracy 2010).  The methods used in the different aspects of 
the research are designed explicitly to protect the honesty of the results that emerged. 
This was achieved by emphasising self-reflexivity, vulnerability, honesty, transparency, 
and data auditing (Tracy 2010). Smith (2009) contends that, when researchers identify 
findings or themes, they can protect against researcher bias by recruiting help from 
research colleagues, or academic supervisors. Across the research, I consulted with my 
supervisors and sought their advice throughout, leaning into the wealth of experience and 
knowledge of arts practice research.  
Another limitation of the current research concerned the ambition and extent of the work, 
with the arts-practice approaches being simultaneously deeply personal and rooted in the 
embodied experience of myself, but also broad and social engagement. The danger of 
producing overly personal interpretations and analyses of the emerging findings 
foregrounded the importance of self-reflexive practice (Tracy 2010). In order to protect 
the credibility of the findings, I needed to interrogate my own biases or opinions and ask 
for feedback from participants. As both lead artist and researcher in The Autonomy 
Project, I was also aware of the overt power dynamic imbalance and the extent of my 
potential influence on participant responses. To ensure self-reflexive practice, I examined 




care to note others' reactions to me and consider which types of knowledge are readily 
available and that which is likely to be shielded or hidden to me (Tracy 2010). My 
fieldnotes or journal entries included self-reflexive commentary about my subjective 
feelings, responses, and sensemaking interpretations. I ensured transparency for this 
process in the write-up of my dissertation through use of different "voices," typefaces and 
the use of first-person voice (e.g., "I said," or "They reacted to me by . . .") to effectively 
and appropriately remind readers of my presence and influence as the interpreting 
researcher across this dissertation thesis. 
It is essential to recognise that these findings reflect the extent of my research projects 
and artistic creations. There is no expectation that the current findings are generalizable 
across other settings. The Autonomy Project was created in partnership with Limerick 
City and County Arts office and with a range of youth groups across the city. As such, 
the environment of Limerick and the individual personalities involved are essential to the 
range and detail of the findings that emerged. There is no claim to the statistical 
generalizability of the findings or that they represent other settings or contexts. However, 
given the qualitative and arts-practice nature of this research, formal quantitative 
understandings of generalizability are generally unhelpful and not applicable (Tracy 
2010). Instead, the emphasis was on producing a sense of transferability of the findings 
for the reader, which can be achieved when they feel that the research overlaps with their 
situation. Resonance for the reader of this work was produced through vivid, engaging, 
and structurally complex narratives from across both works reported in this dissertation 
such that they move the "heart and the belly" of the reader as well as the "head" (Bochner 
2000, p. 271). The high quality of both the artistic creations and the interspersing of 
pictorial or video artifacts from both across the text ensure aesthetic merit of the thesis, 
and further transferability (Tracy 2010).  
To overcome the problems that I have just considered, artist, writer, and educator, Graeme 
Sullivan (2010), advocates that especially when assessing art practice, we should focus 
on 'possibility' rather than 'plausibility' (p.96), for creating knowledge. With this concept 
of 'possibility' in mind, I believe that this thesis has opened up possibilities for new 
insights into the use of arts practice and the knowledge and experience inherent in the 
design and creation of these two artworks. In this way, the artwork embodies theory in a 
way that is available to a broader public. Since artworks are mainly 'consumed' by the 




engaging with complex concepts, creating the conditions for the transmission of 
knowledge. This is something that other disciplines are less likely to able to achieve 
because of their reach within the confines of academic publishing. Arts practice can not 
only produce knowledge but also offer knowledge that can be experienced. 
1.10 Rigour and Validity 
This dissertation has been informed by the theory, art-making, and words of many people, 
including my own. Throughout this thesis, I have attempted to ensure rigor by employing 
a broad palette of methodologies and voices throughout.  The UK Research Assessment 
Exercise, 2008, states that the criteria by which a Ph.D. (in any subject) is awarded are: 
significance (if the research is a contribution to knowledge), originality (if it makes a 
difference) and rigor (its accuracy and the methodology employed).  
I believe that this work contributes to the available literature and makes this contribution 
at an auspicious time in our history. Both projects explore complex, abstract, and 
contested concepts that have the misfortune to have become commonly used words in 
everyday discourse. Both "autonomy" and "dependency" are understood by most of the 
population, and yet also come with diverse associations and lay understandings. These 
projects successfully engaged large numbers of individuals from across the range of the 
social strata across the country in artistic projects interrogating or exploring these 
understandings. Many of these participants were deeply engaged over long periods 
creating a process they shared with diverse strangers, which produced performances 
shown to the general public. This contributes to the community life within the Limerick 
area, through a range of participatory outputs. Both performances were also arts practice 
research designed to capture the perspectives and experiences of those participants. These 
rich accounts invite understanding and empathy from the reader and attest to the 
autonomous nature of the participants’ contributions. The response of participants to their 
experiences of the projects was positive, indicating the significance of the impacts. This 
work comprises unique artistic work, community projects, and the creation of 
professional artists who embody an application of the aporia (Derrida 1993) through art-
making. It also emphasises the relational power of art brings diverse groups together in 
coherent boundaries or fora to share understandings.  
The work that comprises this art practice dissertation is original, to the extent that much 




Project was a multi-genre creation that involved the diverse work of many artists (young, 
professional, and others). As the lead artist, I was engaging across the cross-section of all 
that was involved, in providing a frame of understanding and guiding the logistical and 
conceptual environment of the project. However, I did not devise the different creations 
within the project but supported the participating artists. The whole piece was original in 
its scope, in its development, and its execution. While my creation was a dance piece, this 
was one aspect of the larger project that was a celebration of democratic creation and 
diverse expression. The Kindness of Strangers was a performance art creation that 
involved my adopting a vulnerable mode of close engagement with the public across 
Ireland's large cities. By walking with them, making my progress dependent on their 
response to my reaching out, requesting, I put myself in a vulnerable position as an artist. 
Its broad scope and engagement with a diverse cross-section of the community, this arts 
practice work is also ambitious.   
In the case of arts practice, it becomes difficult to establish what 'a contribution to 
knowledge' might mean, as practice is not seen always given commensurate value 
equivalent to theory and requires a different evaluation system. A range of 
methodological approaches has been adopted within this work to ensure I protected the 
rigour and credibility of the research elements of the dissertation (Guba & Lincoln 2005). 
While "validity" is often not a coherent concept within qualitative or arts practice 
research, it is important to consider how rigour and research design can support the 
credibility of research findings (Tracy 2010). Credibility refers to the trustworthiness and 
plausibility of the findings (Tracy 2010). Thick descriptions from across the range of 
participants were captured during the generation of the findings from across both projects. 
In all cases, in-depth and detailed outlines of perspectives, contexts, and artistic creations 
were outlined to clarify culturally situated meanings (Geertz 1973). The voice of young 
artists was also analysed in the context of what was said by other youth artists, or 
professional artists, or the experiences of the performances to allow for a full picture of 
The Autonomy Project to emerge. The voices of the public with whom I engaged with 
were understood with reference to the writings of my autoethnographic journal in The 
Kindness of Strangers.  
Importantly, I maintained a reflective journal across the creation of this work, whereby 




or understandings that emerged. This served to foster understandings of the steps taken 
and the challenges faced in the conducting of this research.  
 
1.11 Thesis Outline  
This thesis was written in that each chapter was a distillation of the one before. The 
Autonomy Project (Chapter 3) was a distillation of the theory and concepts outlined and 
contextualised in chapter one and two. I have placed Autoethnographic writing after the 
data gathered from the participants, as a way of distilling my personal experiences of 
being lead artist and designer of The Autonomy Project. The second art work: The 
Kindness of Strangers, was again a piece in which I was refining and collating my 
experience and learning from the making the first piece. Drawing out the learnings from 
the research and embodying this experience through arts practice research and 
performance.  
Chapter 1 frames the context of the thesis in relation to my practice and history, outlining 
the major themes as they emerged, principally from my use of art making and somatics. 
Using a developmental perspective drawing from psychology and Infant Developmental 
Movement Education (IDMEÒ), I outlined how the themes of autonomy and dependency 
emerged from my practice as a dancer, through the use of Somatics.  The exploration of  
the heteronomous body through art making and performance and experiential somatics 
formed the groundwork for my research questions and performative themes. This chapter 
also outlined the methodology used throughout this, focusing on autoethnography and 
thematic content analysis of two arts practice performances.  
Chapter 2 investigates the major theoretical frameworks that created the design and 
parameters of both The Autonomy Project and The Kindness of Strangers. This outlines 
the use and application of the major areas of theory that informed this thesis and art work 
and threads the line from autonomy (Kant, 1770, Butler 2004) to dependency (Fineman 
2004, Buffachi, 2018) , exploring the individual in society and the impact of society on 
the individual (Piaget 1953, Butler 2004, Bronfenbrenner 1979) . The principle areas of 
theoretic discourse examine autonomy/dependence, Somatics and the body as a site of 
resistance, Deconstruction (Derrida 1971) and art making and Aporia (Derrida 1993). 
Positioning the body as multiple and embodying multiplicity (Roche, 2015), through 




Chapter 3 is an overview of The Autonomy Project, detailing and analysing the project 
throughout the lens of the 100 participants involved in the project. This research aimed 
to give voice to the young people, artists and academics involved in the project through 
art and qualitative research. Within this chapter I will examine both the data gathered, 
and the performative outputs of all who took part in the project. I will also interrogate my 
experience as lead artist curating, designing and choreographing within this large scale 
production.  
Chapter 4 details the practice and performance of The Kindness of Strangers, including 
thick descriptions and autoethnographic information of the creative process and somatic 
investigations. This chapter explores my personal experiences of community and the 
supports and networks of care that surround my life. Using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
System Theory (1979) and details the creation of the Equation of care and dependency 
designed with Maths Professor, John McLoughlin. This chapter also includes my 
autoethnographic writing outlining my experience of walking with 184 people across four 
cities in Ireland.  
Chapter 5 synthesises the thesis, expanding the findings from the two arts practice 
performances, concluding the study. I have traced the lines through the thesis as a 
whole, drawing together the theoretical parameters of this theses with the findings from 
both arts practice performances. This chapter also outlines my progression as an artist 
and the role that art can play in society. I have also outlined areas for future 








Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
2.1. Introduction 
The use of my artistic practice to explore societal questions and issues directly affecting 
my personal and professional life were at the heart of this arts practice thesis. The 
foundational question began from a need to explore my artistic voice. The further I 
explored the potential for an experience less inhabited by my past, the more I uncovered 
the uncomfortable truth that even “small pockets of autonomy” (Journal Entry, LMcL, 
2017) could only be perceived as “relative autonomy” (Oliver 2005). The ideal of the 
autonomous body, although entirely impossible, gave way to a broader discussion of 
autonomy as it relates to society and how embedded within our very cells, autonomy and 
dependency are enmeshed (Butler 2004). Yet, our fundamental human rights rest on the 
concept of autonomy. We need to ensure the rights of the vulnerable within society, and 
autonomy sits at the foundation of human rights struggles (Human rights convention 
1948). Butler describes this as: 
It is important to claim that our bodies are in a sense our own and that we are 
entitled to claim rights of autonomy over our bodies….It is as true for all claims 
to be free from racist attacks, physical and verbal, as it is for feminism's claim to 
reproductive freedom, and as it surely is for those whose bodies labour under 
duress, economic and political, under conditions of colonization and occupation. 
It is difficult, if not impossible, to make these claims without recourse to 
autonomy. I am not suggesting that we cease to make these claims. We have to, 
we must  (Butler 2004, p. 25) 
And yet, we also do so in the understanding that we are heavily dependent upon one 
another, we are connected not only through our daily interactions and need for each other 
but we “ live on in the fibre of the boundary that contains me (one meaning of 
"incorporation"), but they also haunt the way I am” (Butler 2004, p. 28). This thesis used 
art practice to explore autonomy from the perspective of 100 people through art-making, 
symposium, social engagement, and workshops. I then sought to explore my own 
vulnerable dependency from my singular perspective as a mother, artist, and member of 
a community in rural Ireland. As Butler discusses: “Is there a way that we might struggle 
for autonomy in many spheres, yet also consider the demands that are imposed upon us 
by living in a world of beings who are, by definition, physically dependent on one another, 




Within my practice, the idea of autonomy as a fixed and unattainable point became a 
prominent concept, but this needed to be balanced with the need to explore both ends of 
this spectrum and the ideals and contradictions contained within. Autonomy without 
consideration of its effect on those around us was limited in its scope. To address this, I 
invited 100 people to create artworks side by side, to imagine what autonomy in society 
could look like collectively. I will discuss the findings from this in chapter three. In my 
second performance, The Kindness of Strangers, I brought this experience back to my 
body, allowing myself to fully consider the weight and the balance of care and 
dependency in my personal life. As such, I considered my body more deeply through 
somatics, creation, and performance, as Judith Butler describes:  
The body implies mortality, vulnerability, agency: the skin and the flesh expose 
us to the gaze of others, but also to touch, and to violence, and bodies put us at 
risk of becoming the agency and instrument of all these as well. Although we 
struggle for rights over our bodies, the very bodies for which we strive are not 
quite ever only our own. The body has its invariably public dimension. 
Constituted as a social phenomenon in the public sphere, my body is and is not 
mine. Given over from the start to the world of others, it bears their imprint, is 
formed within the crucible of social life; only later, and with some uncertainty, do 
I lay claim to my body as my own, if, in fact, I ever do (2004, p. 26) 
The current performance of my artistic practice or vision is both independent of and 
dependent on my past. In other words, the autonomy I express through my creative voice 
as an artist is dependent on my history and my experiences, but not without my ability to 
become more aware of the choices I make and avenues for new potentials. I am also a 
product of the time and geographical location of my birth. The art I chose to make was in 
response to the times that we are living in. Radical change in the form of the rising tides 
of nationalism internationally and the presence of an impending climate emergency 
(Oliver 2015) made me bold in the scope of the topics I was diving into. But, ultimately, 
this questioning began and ended with my embodied practice. Therefore, I will lead the 






2.2 Meanings of Autonomy 
The origins of the word autonomy are from the Greek autos, meaning ‘self’ and nomos, 
meaning ‘law.’ Autonomy is not an easy concept to define as it the spans  areas of 
education, law, human rights, medicine, philosophy, to name but a few (Oshana 1998). 
The common understandings within these areas generally define this in two separate 
categories: as a property that characterizes an individual person, or as something that 




The idea of group autonomy is a much older concept than that of individual autonomy 
and before the 17th century only applied to groups (Raz 1989). An example of a group 
here would be a nation-state. As a group concept, it is the goal or aspiration of autonomy 
that is behind the secessionist dreams of the rebels of the 1916 Easter Rising in Ireland 
and to every nation that fought against colonial powers (Buffachi 2018).  Autonomy is a 
fundamental prerequisite for freedom from colonisation, where freedom is defined as the 
absence of domination from external sources (Pentassuglia 2015). This concept is based 
on the premise of political autonomy free from colonization, but it is equally the case for 
citizens to have political autonomy.  
Citizens are politically autonomous insofar as they are subject to laws that are (a) 
justified by reasons acceptable to them and (b) authorized by them via their 
political institutions. An obstacle to the equal realization of political autonomy is 
the plurality of religious, moral, and philosophical views endorsed by citizens. 
Decisions regarding certain fundamental political issues (e.g., abortion) can 
involve citizens imposing political positions justified in terms of their respective 
worldviews upon others  (Neufeld 2020, p. 1) 
As specific rules can be decided by the citizens of any democratic nation based on the 
voting system, this invariably means then not all citizens can be politically autonomous. 
Many will be subject to laws that are justified by reasons that they cannot accept. 
Therefore, we can again at best use the idea of autonomy as "relative autonomy" (Oliver 
2005), as it is still subject to limitations.  
It is from the idea of autonomous nations that in the 17th century, we moved to the 
concept of autonomous agents as individuals. To apply the rules to individuals as the 
"right to self-governance, without undue external influence" (Raz 1986), raises many 
questions to the valuing of "undue influence" (Butler 2006). As with anything that applies 
to individuals, the concept of autonomy changes and became more complex. When we 
say that a person is autonomous, it is only referring to a lack of dominion (Pentassuglia 
2015). When we discuss personal autonomy, this refers to a set of diverse ideas, including 
self-governance, liberty rights, privacy, individual choice, and free will (Raz 1986). 
Autonomy stands for self-determination, or self-rule, which we value for a simple but 
powerful reason, namely that it is an empowering thought, to hold on to this idea that we 
are agents of our destiny (Oshana 1998). To respect an autonomous agent is first to 
recognize that person's capacities and perspective, including their right to hold views, 




involves more. It consists of treating agents in a way to allow or to enable them to act 
autonomously.  
Autonomy applied to the individual was not always recognized as an essential moral 
principle. It is only in the last 300 years that autonomy has become a central 
preoccupation in our ethical thinking. In the history of Western philosophy, this is 
referred to as the invention of autonomy. The philosopher credited for this invention is 
Immanuel Kant (1770). What is distinctive of Kant's contribution is not merely that he 
draws our attention to autonomy as a moral concept, but that autonomy is the core concept 
of morality; with Kant, we have a full theory of morality as autonomy (Buffachi 2018). 
Kantian autonomy presupposes that we are rational agents whose freedom takes us away 
from the domain of determinism or natural causation. Rationality makes it possible for us 
to control our desires. Through rationality, we become responsible for our actions, and 
that responsibility is fundamentally what morality pertains to. So, in Kant's morality as 
autonomy, autonomy cannot be separated by rationality, or in other words, by our power 
to reason. We are free to the extent that we have free will, and free will is the antithesis 
of determinism. It is because of our autonomy that we are, from a moral point of view, 
equal. Autonomy belongs to every individual. Our moral capacities are made known to 
each of us by the fact of reason, which we can use against the pull of desire.  
Immanuel Kant (1770) argued that autonomy must flow from the recognition that all 
persons have unconditional worth, each having the capacity to determine their own 
destiny. It is for this reason that Kant suggested that autonomy is closely related to our 
dignity. "To lose our autonomy is to lose our dignity" (Buffachi 2018). So, autonomy 
began as a concept that applied to groups. It then moved to an idea that applies to every 
individual. It later became a moral concept, and finally, it became enmeshed with 
individuals' dignity (Buffachi 2018). Yet, we can only ever assume something like what 
Gerald Dworkin calls 'substantive' autonomy (Dworkin 1988). A life lived autonomously, 
in this sense, requires that persons critically reflect on their deepest ends and beliefs, and 
display a kind of 'independence' by not deferring (at least not usually) to others, including 
authorities (e.g., religious or community leaders), on such questions.   
Personal autonomy does not, however, “(merely) [involve] unconstrained...choice” (Raz 
1986) since personal autonomy can be absent even when unconstrained choice is present. 
For example, an individual may consent to something; however, as the result of 




unconstrained. While the concept of autonomy is often seen as being fundamentally 
intertwined with the value perspective or moral stance of the individual, the idea of non-
ideal or value-neutral autonomy has been proposed as encapsulating an understanding of 
autonomy more generally (Quante 2011). This concept is the more recently adopted idea 
of “general autonomy’ (Osana 1989) 
For The Autonomy Project, I selected non-ideal, value-neutral autonomy as the 
individuals’ right and ability to make decisions for and by oneself without undue external 
influence. However, such a definition implies that autonomy, expression, and tolerance 
of such a view of personal autonomy require an engagement with the diverse reality of 
society and divergence in perspective and values among our fellow citizens. Social and 
ecological factors affect the expression of autonomy. Yet who is this self, that can locate 
“undue influence”. I will further analysis the construction of the concept of self as it 
relates to this work.  
2.2.1 The Formation of “Self” 
The seminal work of the father of cognitive psychology, Jean Piaget, explicitly 
emphasized the role of the body in early life cognitive development (Piaget 1953). He 
developed a framework for general cognitive development, viewed from the perspective 
of the child as an active moving agent who engaged with the world seeking sensory 
feedback, using the resulting information to “construct” their understanding of 
themselves and the world around them. During the first year of life, the period Piaget 
labelled the sensory-motor stage of development; the child uses initially reflexive 
involuntary movements to engage with the environment before developing intentionality 
from the sensory feedback processing over time. With intentional movement, decision 
development moved over the coming years to cognitive development, with sensory, 
perceptual, and cognitive processes developing through coordinated new systems (Piaget 
1953). However, bodies are also not merely objects of the brain located and directed as 
neutral inert objects in space. Instead, humans develop as active evolving agents who 
compile and address their understanding of themselves and the world around them. The 
artist develops within the ecology that surrounds them, their knowledge of the world is 
shaped by their experience of themselves and the world that they have inhabited across 
their developmental trajectory. It should also be noted that any ecology has been shared 





It is perhaps to be expected, however, that explorations of “personal autonomy” have 
been challenged due to assumed aspects of shared identity, soma, or political 
ideology/expression. Feminist poststructuralists have challenged and investigated norms 
surrounding the body, including knowledge and beliefs about universal principles through 
which bodies are defined, such as gender, sexuality, race, and ability (Bordo 1995; 
Malson 1998; Wright 2004). 
 Feminist poststructuralist theoretical viewpoints challenge and disrupt the unitary and 
non-binary concept of the body as a single definable entity, to posit the body as a site of 
multiple and competing narratives. As migration in forms of political and environmental 
asylum become significant issues within political rhetoric internationally, the necessity 
to challenge our internalised and unconscious relationships to power are a necessary 
ethical act (Braidotti 2016). As the demographics of our country are altered or updated 
through shifts in population, values, or understandings of what it is to be “Irish” in such 
fundamentally physical ways, the comfortable certainties of past, will be transformed into 
barriers or sites of disagreement. If we are to understand that we are shaped by the ecology 
to which we are born, then the location of identity and personhood becomes a question to 
be explored both in the present moment and also in our very formation.  
2.2.2 Heteronomous body/self 
The inscription or enmeshing of influence within the developing individual, both in 
personality and in movement, aligns with the notion of the body as “an archive” (Lepecki 
2010). An individual's history, not only in their movement history but also their history 
as individuals have collected within the persons' soma. In dance, this “archive” comprises 
familiar forms drawn from the dancer’s previous movement experience while also 
developing through incorporating new patterns of movement in the creation of dance 
technique (Lepecki 2010). From this perspective, the development and construction of 
the individual dancer's movement style, their “moving identity” (Roche 2011, p. 106) is 
a dynamic process of becoming, whereby the dancer develops the ability to embody 
different movement styles and to shift from one form of movement to the next (Foster 
1997; Rouhiainen 2003), while also listening to the proprioceptive feedback of their 
moving body. As Roche disuses:  
“This post-positivist viewpoint acknowledges the possibility of multiple 




fields such as somatics, phenomenology, philosophy, and gender studies.” (Roche 
2015, p. 17) 
As a professional dancer, these ideas resonated deeply with my experience. Having 
undertaken an intensive and multi-year dance education experience that emphasised the 
importance of mastery and replication of a range of technique forms. Some researchers 
have suggested that such a history may have an impact, not only on how the dancer 
chooses to move (Foster 1997; Roche 2015; Rouhiainen 2003) but also on how they 
experience themselves while dancing (Bory 2015; Lepecki 2010). This gradual process 
of ‘colonisation’ of the dancer’s moving body (Toro & de Toro 1995) may have a more 
global impact on their experience, particularly given the critical role of the body in human 
perception and development. From this theoretical view, the body is the site of practices 
of social control (Theberge 1991). Bodies display and uphold the representation of social, 
political, and economic regulations (Bordo 1989, Green 1999).   
However, Brook (1999) took another perspective regarding the potential regarding the 
plasticity of the “the body of ideas” (Foster 2005), whereby the developing individual can 
embody multiplicity (Roche 2015). The body, she argues, is a fluid entity never fully 
encompassing gender, race, and social class, but as subjective and “messy” as the human 
experience is. Roche describes multiplicity in the following way:  
the contemporary dancer embodies multiplicity through an almost (but not quite) 
schizophrenic ability to be inhabited by multiple selves, concepts, movement 
signatures and creative strategies, and  be open and willing to employ these or 
jettison them in the next new creative environments: thus letting go… and 
becoming a self-in-flux (Roche 2015, p. 17) 
Thus, by exploring the body as multiple bodies or a “self-in-flux”, we provide theoretical 
and practical tools for destabilizing the fixed gendered and racialized body and identifying 
sites of resistance and transformation of the body (Brook 1999, Green 1999, McCarthy 
2018). As Malson points out, “..bodies can never be once and for all subjected to any 
inscription; they articulate and sustain a multiplicity of often conflicted meanings” (1998, 
p. 167). In other words, the body offers an opportunity for sharing what is universal, that 
we each have a soma, and share the experience of inhabiting one. This provides the 
possibility of accessing a place of empathy within our shared holistic humanity as “the 




2.2.3 The body autonomous, a site of resistance? 
I recognised the impossible task of attempting to explore my movement influences 
without also understanding the role my personality, my values, my expectations and how 
these all interacted with the ecology in which I live (or have lived).  Although we all have 
a body or inhabit a somatic experience, our bodies differ, and our knowledge of them is 
also not universal. Foucault (1980) argues that where there is power, there is resistance; 
bodies are disciplined, but they also resist dominant discourses.  
The view of the body as a site of social engagement, of sharing a space for social 
interaction or resistance as an active process, has a rich history in thought. As discussed 
by Kampe (2014) in his article “Movement after Auschwitz,” Moshé Feldenkrais8 
discussed in his post-holocaust anti-totalitarian thinking the relationship between the 
awareness of the individual and society: “A society of men and women with greater 
awareness of themselves will, I believe, be one that will work for the human dignity of 
its members” (2010, p. 68). His concept was that conscious bodies could not be 
controlled. Therefore, less likely to be led back into fascistic, totalitarian control if they 
were given time and space to deeply tune into the wisdom of their moving bodies (Kampe, 
2014). The shared multi-sensory experience of movement, of artistic creation, can 
potentially open a forum for shared exploration of challenging or complex subjects. 
Third-wave feminists extend Foucault’s analysis of power and resistance by adding the 
role of human agency in negotiating power and knowledge discourses produced and 
absorbed in society. In resisting dominant discourses, individuals reject and destabilize 
“absolute truth”. The feminist adoption of Foucault allows us to discuss women’s 
embodied experiences in society (Brook 1999; Cole 1994, Anderson 2008, McCarthy 
2018) and research the development of women’s physicality. I speak of women's 
experience, as this is the lens that shapes my perspectives. Within this research, I have 
explored how these roles shape our participation in society and how gender plays into my 
own experience. However, this gendered perspective seeks also to include non-binary, 
trans, and LGTBQ perspectives. Still, as this is not my experience when discussing these 
aspects, I do so only through the lived experiences of others within the research.    
 
8 The method was created by Moshé Feldenkrais DSc (1904-1984), engineer, scientist and judo master, 
who developed his work over a 40 year period of research and teaching.  Drawing on principles of 
physics, biomechanics, and human development, his approach emphasized the vital importance of 





Several researchers have highlighted the importance of social influences within 
vocational training and professional dance work on how dancers see themselves 
(Buckroyd 2000; Claid 2006). This is consistent with the “more knowledgeable other” 
conceived by Vygotsky (1979) as shaping the educational development of an individual 
as they acquire new learning within a social environment. However, Social Identity 
Theory (Tajfel 1978) goes further in proposing that the process of identity formation is 
deeply influenced by social factors, with the process of developing self-identity being 
implicitly tied to group membership and the internalisation of the value system of the 
chosen group. In developing their “personal identity,” Social Identity Theory proposed 
that individuals both consciously and unconsciously align themselves with groups and 
internalise group ideologies or beliefs as their own (Stets & Burke 2000; Tajfel & Turner 
1979). As such, the person internalises the culture of the environment they inhabit as they 
learn, rather than just the content they are taught.  
The artist cannot be separated from the time they live in, the experiences they have shared, 
or the social ecology in which they live (Bronfenbrenner 1979). As a dance artist, my 
awareness was drawn to the outcomes of this process because it was objectively 
observable to me in my movement, which demonstrated to me replication within the 
process of creation in my choreography. Like the cuckoo in the nest, my influences were 
nested within the movement I created. As Theberge (1991) writes, the body is essential 
to our experience. The meanings that our bodies absorb shape our identity (Garrett 2004), 
mould our physicality, and influence our perspectives. According to Garrett (2004), “the 
body actively participates in the construction of the self” (p. 142). Physicality, the way 
we experience our body, is a complex interplay among the individual’s social 
construction of the body, agency, and sense of the self.  
In his seminal essay, ‘Education after Auschwitz’ Adorno (1966) foregrounded the 
importance of our shared embodied humanity within education, which would promote 
the development of individuals capable of self-reflection, criticality, and empathy. In his 
own words, it was vital to “cultivate a self-awareness that includes a capacity of the 
autonomous individual to make informed critical choices as a necessary form of cultural 
resistance” among the general population, to foster humility and shared empathy. He 
noted the dangers of an over-emphasis on rationality and the weighing of each other 
according to arbitrary metrics of “worth.” As a white, cis, Irish woman, with all of the 




my own biases and relationship to power structures. As most of these are unconscious, I 
need to address them one by one as they arise. Only through a thorough and honest 
inventory of our relationship to power can we then understand our participation in 
upholding inequality (Brunache 2011).   
2.2.4 The in-scripted body 
To understand my embodied inscription and to more accurately clarify the type of artistic 
work I wanted to make, I used somatics as a way to disassemble the “habitus” (Bourdieu 
1984) of my moving body. For the four years of my Ph.D. journey, I have studied the 
fundamentals of my movement, clarifying my artistic voice and movement. As Dance is 
my “primary language” (Sheets-Johnson 1999), the journey had to be undertaken equally 
through movement, performance, and the written word. This journey has also brought me 
outside the boundaries of my genre. Although both of the works that I have made have 
been primarily movement pieces, they are both fundamentally performance artworks 
rather than contemporary dance pieces. However, the roots of this research are firmly 
grounded in movement, though they have branched beyond this into many other areas of 
art, philosophy, and sociology.  In this way, I root my explorations of the deeper ecologies 
and theoretical understandings that are relevant to my research to my primary site of 
experience as an artist in dance, and movement. 
Adorno (1970) reflected that artistic creation could be viewed through the prism of 
modernism as evolving through a process of reflexively challenging its own rules. Thus, 
for an artist to have an evolving artistic process, they must have the freedom to both 
explore rules while also maintaining a reflexive awareness of how their attitudes or biases 
are being expressed in their artistic expression. I become deeply aware of the impact of 
my prior experience, both performative and educational, on the movement I was 
producing when I sought to choreograph my own “original” dance works. Bourdieu 
(1984) argued that through a process of ‘habitus’ socially inscribed cultural values and 
norms become encoded in the moving body, making it ‘a body – of – ideas’ (Foster 2005, 
p. 482). However, the experience of performing my “own” movement brought to an 
awareness of my external influences, challenging my understanding of who I was as an 
artist. It is through the regulation and repetition of behaviour that action and gesture are 
embodied and internalized through habituation until, ultimately, they are pre-reflexively 
experienced as one’s very identity (Beausoleil 2014, p. 119). As Richard Shusterman has 




form of blushing, trembling, flinching, stuttering, or crying – might very well push back” 
(2008, p. 22).   
2.3. Somatics and the journey from dance to Body-Mind Centering® (BMC) 
and Embryology: Expression of identity and initial formation  
I was drawn to explore the field of Somatics as a way of exploring the patterning I had 
observed within my movement and to re-engage with “my” movement and the intentions 
that motivated my creation through my body. The diverse and multifaceted field of 
Somatics offered a rich resource that emphasised a “bottom-up” focus in exploring the 
developmental trajectory of movement and intention behind artistic creation involving 
the soma. Somatic pioneers of the 20th century discovered that by being engaged in 
dialogue with the body, one could learn to move with more ease and efficiency. The 
moment in history that has continued to be the focus of many of the theories within the 
arts and humanities began at the turn of the twentieth century before the two world wars 
(Eddy 2009).  
As the twentieth century progressed, rationalism was influenced by existentialism and 
phenomenology, and a gradual shift in our understanding of the mind-body connection 
occurred in parts of the academic and scholarly culture (Fortin 1998). These were 
advanced by the theories of Dewey, Merleau-Ponty, and Whitehead. The ground-
breaking work of Freud also influenced these shifts away from the previous Cartesian 
models, Jung and Reich in psychology, Delsarte's, Laban and Dalcroze in cultural studies 
(art, architecture, crystallography, dance, and music), Heinrich Jacoby and John Dewey 
in education, and Edmond Jacobson in medical research (Fortin 1998). It would be fifty 
years later before Thomas Hanna (1985) would name this phenomenon as the single field 
of somatic education. Hanna saw the common methods of pioneers such as Alexander, 
Feldenkrais, Laban, Rolf, Todd, and Trager, to name but a few and use the term to create 
a new “field” of research (Eddy 2009). The commonalities of each discipline were: the 
focus on breath and relaxation and to feel and ‘listen to the body”.  
The field of somatics has defined itself in a broad sense as a sample of various techniques 
that, while being diverse, are mostly related to our ability to perceive our bodies, akin to 
any of our senses. There is a plurality within the field that differs from other domains or 
disciplines. The overarching motivation of many who engaged with Somatics was a 




the body. This radical shift in thought brought with it an openness to experiencing the 
body anew, free from the previously rigid restraints of society. Dance professionals have 
been particularly relevant in the development of somatic movement and the field of 
Somatic Movement Education and Therapy. Modern dance and the rejection of Classical 
Ballet and its codified form began at the turn of the century. Somatics and the modern 
dance movement have held close links, each drawing from the advances of the other. The 
pioneering artists and thinkers: Francois Delsarte (1811–1871), Emile Jacques-Dalcroze 
(1865–1950), Rudolf Laban (1879–1958), Isadora Duncan (1878–1927), and Mary 
Wigman (1886–1973) helped to set the stage for the development of the Somatic 
movement as a vital force and continue to have relevance in the current artistic landscape. 
As dancers, they were breaking the rules and reimagining the body and performance; as 
people, they were radical thinkers that changed the face of dance and the field of somatics 
by widening its scope. Yet for all this, dance and somatics remain on the fringes of 
academic inquiry, perhaps precisely because they do not fit nicely into the paradigms of 
research and include elements that are ineffable and harder to map.  
2.4 Resisting the ‘Natural’ Body 
Within the field of Somatics, as we can view from the lists above, its founders are 
inevitably white, usually European or American. Many of the ideas were co-opted from 
Eastern practices, thus the “East” was utilized to “heal” the “Western mind and Body”. 
As Isabelle Ginot aptly states:  
The East is often seen as the antidote to the afflictions of a Western body that can 
be taught a better relationship to the environment, to stress, to breathing, etc. 
Paradoxically, then, what is borrowed from multiple cultures does not disturb the 
homogeneity of the body produced by somatics because the main purpose is to 
take care of or heal a Western body, a victim of its own culture (Ginot 2010, p.23)  
This ideal of the ‘natural’ body at the heart of many somatic practices, also needs be 
challenged, as the idea that there is an ‘original’ or ‘neutral’ self, waiting patiently to be 
unearthed through somatic practices, delegitimizes the experience of other states of being. 
Somatics is a tool for examining the mind and body but as all tools, it must not be excempt 
from its “Hidden curriculum’ (Apple 1983). As Ginot discusses  
We have to admit that the "soma" has always been an artificial composite; that no 
purity, no innocence, no naturalness resides in our modern sensations, and that the 
"simple pleasures" of a well thought out somaesthetic culture cannot seriously 




The terrain of the “body-in-flux” (Roche 2015) and the body as multiple, transcends the 
notion of a ‘natural’ state. Within this thesis, I held the ambition to remain reflexively 
aware of how the discourses that surround somatics, need to resist the rhetoric of ‘purity’, 
that can be evidenced in many mind-body practices. These practices are usually taught 
orally, thus an awareness of the universality of the language used within these practices 
that could potentially alienate bodies in a multicultural society (Ginot 2010) need also to 
be considered. Within the movement itself, to make scope for a wide palate of movement 
within somatic practice, one that does not, via implicit transmission, omit the high 
intensity of physicality in favour of a more gentle ‘natural’ movement:  
We must ask how to value perceptive modes of low intensity, control, tranquillity, 
and detachment, without renouncing a frenzied uncontrollable warrior body. We 
must inquire whether the values dear to somatics should not be reconsidered, 
given that they ring strangely with the overshadowing ideological phobias of the 
powers that be (Ginot 2011, p.23)  
This preference for gentle movement within the field of somatics, could potentially 
expose another type of hierarchisation, with the movement itself. For people experiencing 
trauma, abuse or migration, the assumption of calm and gentle expressions of the body, 
could show another “hidden curriculum” (Apple 1983) within Somatics (Ginot 2010). 
Within this thesis, I wish to explore this terrain of “embodied multiplicity” (Roche 2015) 
and, by resisting the ideal of the ‘natural’ body, I position this thesis within this terrain of 
exploration.   
2.5 Embryology 
In keeping with the developmental perspective, I have adopted in my approach, I sought 
to engage with several frameworks that specifically focus on movement development. 
Given that the practice of creation is an active and dynamic process of choices and deeply 
personal, I felt personal engagement with my movement was necessary. I chose to study 
aspects of Embryology within this work, taking some modules from the Infant 
Developmental Movement Education programme (IDME), Body-Mind 
Centering® (BMCSM). I have taken two modules with Embody-Move in the UK and have 
completed six days, one to one with Joan Davis in Gorse Hill in Ireland. With Joan, I was 
pregnant with my third child and so, in a sense, I was exploring not only my movement 





Embryology held for me some of the most profound Somatic experiences I have had to 
date, and I used many of these improvisations as the starting point for the two solos I 
created for this thesis. Joan Davis describes the area of Embryology and Developmental 
Movement Patterns, as:  
Embryology is the experiential study of the journey we all make from conception 
to being born and the process we undergo in between those two significant events. 
Developmental Movement Patterns are the patterns that teach us about the origins 
of our movement and our ways of being in the world. We study the energy fields 
that have formed our bodies and the type of movements that we would have made 
while in the womb. We revisit actions such as rolling, creeping, crawling, and 
walking and explore locomotive forces such as yielding, pushing, reaching, 
holding, and pulling. We learn how our patterned movements inform us about our 
ways of relating and how to nurture new patterns that better serve us. Basic 
Reflexes, Righting Reactions, and Equilibrium Responses underlie the 
Developmental Movement Patterns (DMP), which, when combined, can reinforce 
a strong and stable sense of our bodies and invite support for our everyday actions, 
perceptions, and ways of relating in the world. They offer basic movement 
awareness skills that are not technique oriented. The reflexes are like the letters 
that make up the building blocks for the phrases and sentences of our activities. 
As a whole, the reflexes and developmental movement patterns establish a base 
for our perceptual relationships (including body image and spatial orientation), 
learning, and communication (Davis 2019, p.1) 
During the IDME training that I undertook, I was able to bring my baby with me, so I 
was able to follow this progression with him. This allowed me to experience this 
developing patterning in (both his and my) action, and understand the holistic necessity 
of movement on the developing brain (Piaget 1953). The idea that the single-cell or the 
zygote, the DNA – which carries the uniqueness, the unique genetic coding of the 
individual, is enclosed within the inner sanctum of the nucleus. This is a single “moment” 
within my artistic creations that I have expanded in both performance works. The spark 
that ignites our bodies to form. The Zygote is the only and last time the body is a single 
entity. It is this moment that I find fascinating and is, at least in the most literal sense, 
perhaps our last glance at a singularity. We have been multiplying ever since, and are 
bodies comprised of organised multiplicity (in a sense). The body becomes three trillion 
cells following the vibration of this single-cell moment in our embodied histories (Davis 
2019). Our development is intrinsically linked to our body’s vibration and movement, 
which allows for movement from singularity to multiplicity. It was this point of ignition 
is a moment that held a fascination for me, and I began The Kindness Of Strangers solo, 




 So the spark, the heart essence of the cell, the identifying fire of the individual 
being, unravels and disperses. Already I feel this, in myself, as an act of trust, 
generosity, and a sign that our identity is not wrapped up in being one thing but 
permeates the field of our existence” (Sargent-Wishart 2012, p. 4).   
The embryo I was once is continuous with the human being that I am now – there is no 
definite point at which I suddenly became something else. This is the basis of 
Embryological improvisations; allowing the soma to reconnect with the memories of 
formation and development (Sargent-Wishart 2012, p.2). The developmental connection 
from our formation to our present is something that has been a rich source of artistic 
inspiration to me. Feeling my body having my “needs being met” (Journal Entry, LMcL, 
2017) rose as a sensation of autonomy in this place of ultimate dependency. In this sense, 
Embryology offered the forum and opportunity to explore the experience of re-engaging 
with the earliest movement forms that we, as infants, engage with the world. These 
movements establish and construct the machinery of our perception of the world and 
understanding of ourselves within it (Piaget 1953). By exploring the soma and most 
buried traces of “memory and emotion” (Hartley 2001), we uncover the body as multiple. 
Holding both our past and our present simultaneously. The practice of Body-Mind 
Centering® (BMCSM) innately explores this terrain of multiplicity, as the body is explored 
via the different systems (Skeletal, Muscular, fluids, etc.). This invites the participant to 
examine sensation as not a singular, but as a cosmos of potential sensorial modes that co-
exist simultaneously. I have been deeply influenced by this mode of exploration. Indeed 
the threads of this work that I have been exploring run all the way through both works, 
and by opening up space for active questioning and multiplicity of modes of being 
Somatics has influenced how I create work. Somatics opens a space for not knowing, and 
multiplicity of meaning and modes that has similar scope to Derrida’s concept of aporia 
(1993), which I will outline next.  
2.6 Art and Embodying Aporia 
This emphasis on engagement, questioning, considering, and sharing divergence in 
perspective is at the heart of Derrida’s (1971) concept of the practice of deconstruction. 
From Derrida’s view, deconstruction as a practice is concerned not with the discovery of 
‘truth’ or of extracting conclusions but instead places the questioning at the centre of the 
process. It is a process characterised by allowing uncertainty and foregrounding the 
nuanced nature of meaning. In other words, that the individual does not succumb to 




space for marginal beliefs, voices, or approaches. For Derrida (1971), deconstruction is 
not a ‘method,’ and it cannot be transformed into one. One cannot ‘apply’ deconstruction 
to test a hypothesis or to support an argument. Instead, it is a process of interrogating 
meanings and meaning-making. Derrida applied deconstruction to dichotomies such as 
presence/absence, speaking/writing, mind/body, reason/madness, culture/nature, 
universal/particular (Derrida 1997).   
Deconstruction (Derrida, 1971) suggests playing with the fluid nature that surrounds 
imagined fixed ideals. From his perspective, Derrida was convinced that such distinctions 
are never neutral, but are hierarchized such that one part of the opposition appears as the 
lesser part of the other (absence as lost presence; writing as the absence of voice; madness 
as the loss of reason; woman as inferior man, etc.). For example, in his exploration of 
language (Derrida 1971), he evaluated the dominating term (e.g., speech) is necessarily 
dependent upon its purportedly derivative, secondary counterpart (e.g., writing). 
However, deconstruction does not stop here. Its aim is neither to do away with these 
concepts and oppositions nor to neutralize or reverse the hierarchies simply. Instead, it 
seeks to transform the conceptual system in which such hierarchies are unreflectingly 
taken for granted as naturally and universally given, as well as to demonstrate that such 
oppositions are often undecidable or aporetic. 
The concept of aporia (Derrida 1993) is central to deconstruction. Aporia (Derrida 1993) 
does not preclude the recognition of existing understandings or even reject accepted 
hierarchies of value. It acknowledges the importance of the individual to grapple and, 
more importantly, loosen our grip on imagined ideals. Aporia is often considered as an 
impasse or a moment of rhetorical deadlock (Derrida 1993). However, with 
deconstruction Derrida has termed this as “possible-impossible aporias” – aporia was 
originally a Greek term meaning puzzle, but more common understandings suggest aporia 
as an impasse or paradox. In particular, Derrida has described the paradoxes that afflict 
notions like giving, forgiving and mourning. He argues that the condition of their 
possibility is also, and at once, the condition of their impossibility as there can be no 
entirely generous act of giving, forgiving or mourning. Its paradox is in the act, as the act 
of receiving also, places the receiver in a state of debt (Critchley, 1992). Therefore, there 
can be no entirely generous gift. This creates a state of possible-impossible or an 
impassable state.  However, this is not an inactive state, it is an active state of self 




offer no resolution in regard to the impasse that exists between these two notions (giving 
and receiving) and suggests that an oscillation between both sides of the aporia is 
necessary for responsibility (Derrida 2001).  Within this thesis, I have posited the aporia 
of autonomy and dependency. There can be no freedom without the necessary supports 
to sustain it, there can be no dependency that is absolute as care also is an aporetic state. 
This necessary state of tension creates an aporia that is fundamental to our daily lives 
(Butler 2004).  
 To allow for a state of genuine democracy and informed action, an understanding of the 
dynamics of consensus on shared beliefs or power is essential. In reality, this exists as an 
acceptance of diverse understandings of the nuanced nature of any concept. If we only 
act from a set of pre-ordained rules, we do not have to grapple with ideas. 
Consequently, deconstruction performs a “double gesture” that puts “into practice a 
reversal of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the system” (Derrida 
1988, p. 21). In other words, rather than holding fixed “positions” or points to defend, 
aporia (Derrida 1993) embraces “a moment of undecidability” (Derrida 1988). Derrida’s 
point is that, without facing undecidability, there would be no decision and thus no 
responsibility at all, insofar as every decision would be reducible either to a mere 
application of rules or to a purely arbitrary act. To overcome the urge to “defend”, “hold”, 
or “propose” various positions or ideas, Derrida emphasised the need to tolerate, not 
knowing. He, therefore, regards aporia (Derrida 1993) not as a hindrance for ethical and 
political responsibility, but rather as a precondition. Space is left open for a diversity of 
thoughts, perspectives, or relations within a conversation or discussion. In this sense, 
poststructuralism, far from advocating a doctrine of “anything goes” or “nothing matters,” 
or a suspension of all grounds and reasons, makes a decisive plea for argumentation, 
questioning, and reasoning that takes account of the ethico-political dimension implicit 
in any kind of judgment.  
While Derrida (1971) argued forcefully that the concept of aporia (Derrida 1993) had a 
prominent relevance in addressing complex societal issues or for collectively engaging 
with challenging decisions, it was conceived of as a demanding active practice. According 
to Adorno, a willingness to “submit” to an agreed source of greater “power” needs to be 
always questioned, as this is a short route to totalitarian tyranny and the objectification of 
fellow humans (Adorno 1966, p. 4). From his perspective, Adorno (1966, p. 4) 




Kantian sense of “the power of reflection, of self-determination, of not cooperating.” The 
individual is urged to actively engage in the reflexively challenging act as an act of 
expressing autonomy. 
The action of art-making and performance examines this terrain, allowing the artist to  
tell stories and to play with behaviour that is “twice behaved” not-for-the-first-time, 
rehearsed, cooked, prepared” (Phelan 1998, p. 361). To this end, Cancienne and Snowbar 
discuss how: “As arts-based researchers, we explore how we have been socially 
constructed through our bodies as well as how the physicality of our technique and lived 
experience moves us beyond our social constructions” (2003, p. 23). The choice to use 
art to explore shared understandings allowed a negotiation and creative expression, 
opening the potential to embody aporia.  
By de-coupling us from our day to day reality, art and performance may permit a space 
of reflection not available in our daily lives. The encounter with different artworks offers 
the potential for ethical consideration because “Time is stopped, clear forms and 
meanings rise” (De Beauvoir 1976, p. 69). We are provided with an opportunity to 
respond to the meanings that others have made. When the viewer is given space to form 
their judgment and contemplate actions without the need for resolution, this opens up a 
space for reflection and debate. Such a setting aligns with the shared space of “non-
decision,” and non-consensus that Derrida (1971) described.  
The encounter with the artwork or performance can be considered reciprocal, where time 
is stopped, where form and meaning arise to allow the observer to negotiate with 
processes of meaning-making and respond to the meaning-making of others. John Dewey 
(1934). reasoned that the aesthetic experience of art unifies the subjective and the 
objective. So, in a sense, the artists, the viewers and art makers, are free to draw and elicit 
their interpretations from the work. As Braidotti (2016) discusses,  how stories allow us 
to navigate this territory and embodied accounts, and embodied works of art enable this 
millimetre of distance in which we are estranged from assumptions and easy, quick 
decision making. I cannot know what it is like to be a transgender teenager living in rural 
Limerick. Still, by listening to the experience of the GOSHH group as part of The 
Autonomy Project (and watching the film made by the group), I learn something I cannot 
otherwise have known. Through story and also art as a non-verbal transmission, I learn 
new ways of perceiving—both of the works that I made attempted to create this space for 




together the work of over 100 people, through art-making and a symposium, the second 
piece, The Kindness of Strangers, I walked arm in arm with 184 people discussing our 
interdependency as a species. In both pieces, my premise was apparent; let’s think about 
this. I was not proposing answers, instead positing questions to the audience and the 
people who kindly walked alongside me. 
2.7 Autonomy in Art 
2.7.1 Art and society- The Autonomy Project 
“Lodge yourself on a stratum, experiment with the opportunities it offers, find an 
advantageous place on it … have a small plot of new land at all times” (Deleuze 
& Guattari 1987, p. 161) 
The concept of The Autonomy Project was to create a democratic platform that involved 
both young people and professional artists in considering autonomy in society. The idea 
was embedded in the fabric of the design and production of all of the works. The choices 
made, from the locations to the individuals chosen to create work, had to be in line with 
the concept of the piece (I will discuss this in detail in the following chapter). Autonomy 
had to be both the subject and content of the artworks that were created. Each persons’ 
“autonomy could not take away from anyone else’s” (participant of the youth strand). As 
Braidotti argues, “the imagination is not utopian, rather transformational and 
inspirational. It expresses active commitment to the construction of social horizons of 
hope. Hope is a vote of confidence in the future” (Braidotti 2016, p. 
13).                                                                           
By creating this project of scale, we created a “small plot of new land” (Deleuze and 
Guatarri 1987), one which was neither utopian nor overly idealistic, but offered hope and 
alternative perspectives. The lack of need for consensus within the creation’s framework, 
allowed competing narratives to sit side by side. A democratic performance paradigm, 
that placed youth groups, and internationally recognised artists and academics within the 
same billing under the same umbrella, was an egalitarian model of curation. This offered 
an opportunity for both cohorts’ work to be seen by new audiences.  So, in a sense, the 
artists, the viewers, and each person that encountered The Autonomy Project were free to 
draw and elicit their interpretations from the work. By spanning genres of music, dance, 
performance art, circus, visual art, and film, there was a broad appeal. For the creators of 
the work, the following statement was the foundation of the creative acts, “What 




choice about what to create but also in the reconfiguration of experience through art” 
(Leurher 2007, p. 131). 
Braidotti discusses how “embodied accounts illuminate and transform our knowledge of 
ourselves and of the world” (2016, p. 16), these lived experiences reflect the new 
methodologies needed to transform our limited perspectives:  
.. in Deleuzian languages, it deterritorializes us, i.e., it estranges us from the 
familiar, the intimate, the known and casts an external light upon it; in Foucault’s 
language, it is micropolitics, and it starts with the embodied self. Feminists, 
however, knew this well before either Foucault or Deleuze theorized it in their 
philosophy (Braidotti 2016, p. 16).  
Our shared embodied accounts, as part of both of the artistic outputs of this thesis, 
involved in engaging in multisensory physical activity of shared artistic expression and 
was the counter-weight to the conversation or argumentation of verbal debate. By 
engaging young people and artists in The Autonomy Project, we used art as a way of 
attempting to curate democracy, attempting to allow all voices to be heard equally. Thus 
challenging the axis of power within a shared space, and discarding the need for 
consensus, we used the concept of autonomy as the basis and the groundwork for both 
the artistic outputs and how we shared this creative space. Thus:  
This is autonomy not as the grand gesture of freedom, but autonomy as work on 
and with constraints. It situates the dialectic of autonomy and heteronomy within 
the practitioner. He/she is part of the problem, which is, in fact, the condition for 
his/her agency (Lutticken 2014, p. 86) 
Within the process of curation and activation within The Autonomy Project, we attempted 
to create a democratic process attempting to reject hierarchies, and one artist described 
this process as: 
This has an effect of the right kind of selfishness being enacted upon by each 
party. And because needs are being met on an individually self-directed basis, the 
collective is not burdened by meeting complex and varied needs across a range of 
creative genres. This arrangement is distinct and unusual in my experience of 
these theatre production environments. More usually, 'need' is decentralised from 
the individual and placed in the hands of an authority figure who controls when, 
where, and how needs are met relative to a chronologically ordered 
schedule.  (Artist, The Autonomy Project, 2018)  
2.7.2 From autonomy to dependency 




Is there a way that we might struggle for autonomy in many spheres, yet also 
consider the demands that are imposed upon us by living in a world of beings who 
are, by definition, physically dependent on one another, physically vulnerable to 
one another? Is this not another way of imagining community, one in which we 
are alike only in having this condition separately and so having in common a 
condition that cannot be thought without difference? This way of imagining 
community affirms relationality not only as a descriptive or historical fact of our 
formation but also as an ongoing normative dimension of our social and political 
lives, one in which we are compelled to take stock of our interdependence (Butler 
2004, p. 27)  
The concept of autonomy can be considered a hyper-individualistic term and is the basis 
for western capitalist society (Braidotti 2016). We can go it alone and succeed and fail by 
our own will or lack thereof. Based on the notion of what John Dunne said in his famous 
sermon in 1624, ‘every man and woman is an island, entire of itself.’ This is a potentially 
empowering and vital ideal. It is important to feel a sense of agency to consider ourselves 
capable individuals. But if autonomy is the dominant ideal (Fineman 2004),  how then do 
we consider those who lack independence for one reason or another?  If someone lacks 
the capacity to have autonomy, because they cannot be autonomous for reasons of age, 
mental capacity or health, how does this sit within this hierarchy of ideals. When I say 
that someone ‘cannot’ be autonomous, I mean that someone does not have the faculty or 
capacity of autonomy. Young children, illness, aging call to question our very 
understanding of autonomy (Buffachi 2018).  
The question is: what happens when we lose or when we never gain our 
autonomy? I believe there are three risks: 
First, not being autonomous might make someone feel inadequate in more ways 
than one. In particular, it makes one not just a question of spatial inadequacy, but 
moral inadequacy. Without autonomy, we feel a lesser moral person.  
Secondly, lacking autonomy can make one feel like a burden to others. Being a 
burden to others can be interpreted in terms of being a nuisance, because we need 
others to help us get on with our day-to-day life, but it can also be interpreted as 
being a moral burden: you impose your needs on others who, as a result, are under 
a moral duty to assist you.  
Thirdly, lacking autonomy means that we have become a cost to society. Instead 
of making a valuable contribution to the common good, we are a net cost        
(Buffachi 2018) 
Fineman suggests that although we do not always see it, within complex modern societies 
no one is self-sufficient: 'Whether the subsidies we receive are financial (such as 




uncompensated labour of others in caring for us and our needs), we all live subsidized 
lives' (Fineman 2004, pp. 133-134). She believes that, rather than being stigmatised, the 
concept of dependency should be reclaimed and reconstituted as the very fabric of our 
humanity. This fragility connects us and amplifies empathy in our understanding of 
society. Fineman argues that, in order to redress this balance, as a society we need to 
reveal how we remunerate the work of care in our economy. An integral thread in 
Fineman's book, The Autonomy Myth (2004), is the implication that the (economic) 
autonomy myth, is buried within familial structures. Since economic dependency is 
stigmatised but also universal, it needs to be hidden, and this takes place within the family. 
The family assumes responsibility for the 'inevitable dependency' of young, ill, or the 
elderly, which can then be seen as a private matter. Financial resources come into the 
family through the breadwinner, so the family is expected to assume responsibility for 
caretaking. In Fineman's words, “the family is the repository for dependency”' (2004, p. 
133). What this means is that caretakers currently subsidise society, because both the 
State and the market are dependent on caretaking work, which they assume as the problem 
of the family. The family and the care work it does, frees the market to act without regard 
for dependency while enabling the government to believe that families provide for the 
basic needs of their dependents. Society has hidden the cost and burden of caretaking 
within the family structures and this burden of care mostly falls to women (UN Division 
for Gender Affairs 2018).  
In Ireland, care work is only subsidised (maternity benefit, parental leave) for people with 
contracts in the private or public sector. For those in the arts, contracts of this sort are not 
readily available. Therefore, women in the arts with children can suffer substantial 
economic and time loss within the current structure. The Mothership Project9 revealed 
that 80% of women who responded to the survey (2018) said that becoming a mother had 
negatively affected their practice; 50% had seen a decrease in their income, and 89% said 
that making arts cost them money. The Early Years Sector Profile Report 2017/2018 
outlined how Ireland has some of the most expensive childcare in the world.  The new 
 
9 The Mothership Project is currently managed collectively by four artists: Leah Hilliard, Michelle 
Browne, Sericin O’Sullivan and Tara Kennedy. They organise and administer the workings of the 
network and have initiated and lead The Satellite Project. There are many artist parents who have 






childcare act brings in subsidized childcare for the over three’s, but only for three hours 
per day (The Childcare Act 2016).  
Many feminist perspectives have emphasised the need for greater parity within the 
familial structures to help to negotiate these issues. However, Fineman, discussed that our 
over-emphasis on the concept of autonomy creates this imbalance and that by pushing 
greater equality within relationships, this unnecessarily shifts the issue back on to the 
family. The family is once again tasked with creating gender balance; however, this 
perspective also ignores the experience of single mothers, transgender and non-binary 
parents and mothers in same-sex relationships.  
By opening our understanding to a broader view of society as interdependent, we can 
recognise that families are rearing taxpayers, voters, and the future of the species, rather 
than financial drains on the system. We need young people to be citizens that will fund 
tax-related activities, including eldercare, so this cyclical perspective serves society as a 
whole. The dominant and positive relationship to the concept of autonomy can negatively 
impact upon the idea of dependency. In deconstructionist terms, it exposes the hierarchy 
of meaning and shows how much of our societal construction is based upon this premise 
of autonomy (Fineman 2004; Derrida 1971).  
2.7.3 Ecological Systems Theory 
Exploring my own personal situation, I wanted to explore dependency, both from the 
perspective of those who are dependent upon me, and those that I am dependent upon for 
support. When exploring human dependency, I used Bronfenbrenner’s’ Ecological 
systems theory (1979), which views individual development and experience as inherently 
nested within systems of support: an ecology. 
In other words, an individual’s experience of their life cannot be divorced from the 
relationship from the core influences how they experience their lives and the choices they 










Each system depends on the contextual nature of the person’s life, and each of the systems 
is interrelated, creating options and sources of growth. The involvement of children in 
complex and varied settings offers rich possibilities for having caring and nurturing 
relationships. This same principle holds true for parents and other family members; we 
grow from these new opportunities too. I will outline Ecological Systems theory in 
Chapter 5, when discussing the making and designing of The Kindness of Strangers. 
By exploring ecological systems theory concerning my own life, I was able to see the role 
of care and how this placed me within a constellation of; home, work, community, state 
and historical time. The interconnected networks of how we balance these systems and 
the impacts that these systems have upon my freedom to create art work. I am dependant 
on my husband for financial stability and childcare. I rely on friends and family to help 
with childcare outside of crèche hours. I am dependent upon the state to fund the work 
that I do, as without funding I cannot afford the childcare needed. Thus, any autonomy 
that I experience sits in this network of system: family, community, state, historical time. 
These interact with each other and exert influence on the various systems and shape the 
experience and trajectories of my life. These are at once both internal and external to my 
life, in that these factors constitute the fabric of my life. I am beholden to conditions of 
these systems to one degree or another. This freedom and relationship or autonomy and 
dependency are an ever balancing scale that shift across our lifespan, and indeed have 
shifted many times for me also. I am in the eye of the storm, with small children and 
aging parents, both requiring my time and energy. Thus, the use of Ecological systems 
theory was a useful tool in externalizing these aspects of my personal experience. As 
Butler discusses: “We are something other than "autonomous" in such a condition, but 
that does not mean that we are merged or without boundaries.” (2004, p. 28). The 
Kindness of Strangers was an attempt to externalise this “equation of care and 
dependency” and also an attempt to clarify my “autonomous” artistic voice within this 
network of need. In chapter four, I will outline the artistic basis for this work and the 
autoethnographic output of this analysis.  
2.8 Conclusion 
In conclusion, this chapter outlined a brief historical context for the concept of autonomy, 




multiplicity (Roche, 2015), through utilizing Body-Mind Centering® (BMCSM) and 
embryology. Investigating the utility for unravelling the heteronomous body and the 
layers of influence, exposing the “hidden curriculum” within art making (Apple 1983) . 
The use of deconstruction (Derrida 1988), in particular aporia, in relation to art and art 
making underpins the framework of both arts practice performances. Bronfenbrenner's' 
Ecological systems theory (1979) when used in the work allowed for a deeper 
investigation of the networks of care and support needed to underpin any autonomy that 
we can experience. In the following two chapters I will outline the use of these concepts 






Chapter 3: The Autonomy Project  
 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter will outline the process, experiences, and outputs that came from my first 
arts practice performance, The Autonomy Project. In writing this chapter, I have come up 
against obstacles, namely, deciding how to represent the work through the written word. 
A collaborative project, involving so many Individuals, has been challenging to represent 
accurately. I have drawn on interviews with all of the participants: 62 young people, 5 
facilitators, 8 professional artists, academic texts, and texts deriving from the symposium. 
This is balanced with autoethnographic writing and my personal experiences of being a 
lead-artist and curator of the work. However, to frame the work and understand more 
about the project, I will invite the reader to watch the following 6-minute trailer,10 as it 
gives an idea of the project in its entirety and helps to frame this chapter in an arts practice 
context. 
Often the tracing of artistic decisions, after the fact, is illusionary at best (Bannerman 
2011), and the multifaceted reasons for creating something cannot be traced with any 
reliability. However, I will do my best to outline the steps of this process and how we 
created this project and chart the outputs from all of the artists and young people involved. 
I intended to create a framework that explored the possibilities of autonomy, both 
personally and within a group context. Therefore the idea of creating "a small plot of new 
land" (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) with many people seemed to be a way of addressing 
autonomy within society. The inclusion of young people, artists, and academics was an 
attempt to give voice to a span of perspectives, opening up a forum for thought and 
discussion through art-making and symposium.  
3.2 The Map of the Work 
To make sense of research and outputs, I have used the analogy of a body as a visual map 
of the project as a whole. This process was mirrored in the work's creation and was useful 
 
10 The Autonomy Project overview video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5QksKdFFwbk. 





for me when envisioning the whole project. As this chapter is long, this analogy allows 
the reader to follow the flow of the work.  
Figure 3 
 
The head - What was it 
• Outlining what the project was and the steps we took within the creation of the 
works  
The Torso - Who & why  
• Theoretical underpinnings of the project’s framework 




•    Workshops and stages of design and creation.  
Arms - reach of the project  
• (Right) performances in Dance Limerick   
• (Left) the Sailors home installation  
Legs - results of the project  
• Methodology of data collected via interviews, focus groups etc, and arts practice 
methods.  
• (Right) outputs of interviews from young people, facilitators and artists.  
• (Left) Autoethnographic findings of creation  
Feet - grounding through theory and beginnings of second performance 
• The grounding of the theory through the symposium for the next performance 
work.  
• Conclusions  





Isabella Oberländer. The Body Autonomous - Ch. Lisa McLoughlin. Photo by Lucy 
Dawson 
3.3.1 About the project & development 
The Autonomy Project was a large-scale commission from the Limerick Arts office, 
funded by the Irish Arts Council and involved over 100 people. I have outlined in the 
previous chapters how this concept emerged from my embodied somatic practice. I will 
discuss how this was integrated into my choreography and curation within this chapter 
through autoethnographic writing. When designing and creating the framework for this 
piece, I had wanted to create something of scale, a large multi-genre work that brought 
together different voices to explore a singular theme. The construct of the piece resembled 
work that I had made previously, but this was the first time I attempted to curate 
something of this size, and with such an ambitious remit. I approached the Limerick Arts 
Office with the idea of bringing professional artists and young artists together under a 
single performance umbrella and then widening this to the academic community via 
symposium. The grant I needed for this scale of work was significant, and could only be 
applied for through a county arts office. They agreed to take this idea on. We were 
successful in securing the funding, and so began a year-long process of workshops, 
performance, and symposium. The administrative work started in September 2017 and 
ended in May 2018, and the reporting aspect took the work into 2019. This piece was an 
opportunity to explore how to engage with the practice and practicalities of autonomy in 
a group setting (Lutticken 2014). I wanted to work with artists whose work inspired me, 
and whose work was deeply “autonomous” either in content or in practice. I will outline 
this further in this chapter. As we were looking at exploring autonomy, I wanted a span 
of voices, not only artists and academics but young people for whom autonomy is only 
emerging in their lives. I approached four youth groups from Limerick to also be involved 
in this work. I had previously worked with many of these groups, so I knew the quality 
of the work that the facilitators had created with the young people in the past. The 
inclusion of young people was an homage to “teenage rebellion” and the clarity that can 
only exist in this transitional moment before adulthood.  
This project comprised of workshops, performances, and a symposium involving young 
people, artists, and academics.  We sought to harness the perspectives of this diverse 
cohort of stakeholders to explore their understandings of the concept of autonomy, which 




content. Each persons’ “autonomy could not take away from anyone else’s” (participant 
of the youth strand). The Arts Practice approach adopted within The Autonomy Project 
opened up a forum for each individual to explore their understandings and experience. 
Art-making allowed the groups and individuals to negotiate the terms of shared 
understanding and/or miscommunications. By deliberately de-coupling the artist or 
young person from the machinery of day to day reality, art and performance can permit a 
space of reflection often unavailable in daily living (De Beauvoir 1976). The Autonomy 
Project provided an opportunity for a diverse range of stakeholders to respond to the 
meanings of autonomous experiences within the contemporary urban ecology by offering 
a span of perspectives from youth artists to adult artists and academics. The subjects that 
emerged through the artworks were: gender autonomy, bodily autonomy, political 
commemoration, and the complexities of neutrality.  
 
3.3.2 Aims and objectives of The Autonomy Project 
Research Questions 
1. How can arts-practice approaches be used to investigate perspectives on 
autonomy and dependency through art, involving both young people within the 
community, professional artists, and academics?  
2. How does engagement with arts practice performance allow a broader discourse 
surrounding the body and the individual and the individual within society?    
3. How can we use arts practice as a way of connecting and exploring significant 
complex societal questions?  
4. What can arts practice expose regarding the conditions of Autonomy in society?      
The Autonomy Project had a range of aims that guided its development and was utilised 
to support planning and collaboration across the initiative's duration. 
The aims of this project were to:  
• Engage youth groups from Limerick city in workshops and 
performances, exploring the Autonomy concept in society. 
• Commission professional artists to create original compositions on the 




• To programme a multidisciplinary academic symposium involving both 
artists practitioners and academics to interrogate the subject of Autonomy 
in society.  
3.3.3. Project structure and Framework 
The Autonomy Project was an ambitious and far-reaching multidisciplinary project. It 
involved three key phases: 
1) Integrated workshops for young people. 
2) A weeklong installation-performance in two venues in Limerick City.                 
3) A symposium at Irish World Academy exploring Art and Autonomy. 
This project involved four of Limerick’s finest youth groups and young performers 
presenting original works over three consecutive evenings at Dance Limerick. Five artists 
were commissioned to make original works for a weeklong installation performance in 
the Sailors Home. There were a further two pieces chosen from an open call for 
submissions, which were then performed at the Dance Limerick performance event. The 
Art and Autonomy Conference was convened at the Irish World Academy of Music and 
Dance at the University of Limerick on April 20th, 2018. At this event, twenty academic 
papers and performances on the topic of autonomy or the role of art were presented. All 
of the performances were full or 80% full, this resulted in a total audience count of 500 
people, including the symposium at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance.   
• The workshops covered a ten-week period that was facilitated and 
supported by the youth partners of The Autonomy Project: Music 
Generation Limerick City (MGLC), Gender, Orientation, Sexual Health, 
HIV (GOSHH), Limerick Youth Theatre and Dance Limerick. They each 
created a 10-minute performance piece, either live or for film.  
• The performance element combined the work of professional artists and 
youth groups, in two iconic venues in the heart of Limerick city, creating 
a multidisciplinary performance platform to explore the theme of 
autonomy in society.   
• The symposium in the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, 
University of Limerick (UL) invited submissions from artists and 




society. Keynote addresses from Dr. Vittorio Buffachi of University 
College Cork (UCC) and Artist Jessie Jones.   
• The research involved focus groups, surveys, autoethnographic methods, 
and video and photographic material. 
An open and democratic process of collaboration was initiated with all of the participants 
within the project. The framework was influenced by Lundy's (2007) framework for 
engaging youth voice and was based on an ethos of democratic self-expression and 
autonomy of vision. This framework served as a model for developing and fostering arts 
engagement within a diverse community setting, being both artist-led but also sensitive 
to the emergent strengths and diversity of approaches of existing community groups.  This 
framework was also influenced by Derrida's concept of "aporia" (Derrida 1988), 
discussed in the previous chapter.  It acknowledges the importance of the individual to 
grapple and, more importantly, loosen our grip on imagined ideals, therefore creating 
space within topics. To allow for a state of democracy and informed action, an 
understanding of the dynamics of consensus on shared beliefs is essential. In reality, this 
exists as an acceptance of diverse understandings of the nuanced nature of any concept. 
If we only act from a set of pre-ordained rules, we do not have to grapple with ideas. 
Therefore, each participant within The Autonomy Project was given the support and 
framework in which to explore their perspectives on the concept without the need for 
consensus.  
The findings for the participating youth artists and the facilitators of the youth projects 
were highly positive. The results of the artists were mostly positive. However, their 
perspectives focused more on the work they made and their feelings towards the result of 
that output. The results indicated a deepening engagement with a range of art forms as 
modes of expression for the young people, a process which they reported greatly 
enjoying. The facilitators also reported very positive findings for their experience of the 
project.  Finally, the performance of the creations of the youth arts and professional artists 
across both performance venues demonstrated the project's capacity to bring diverse 
voices from across the community through engagement with the arts. A range of artistic 
media was used within the shared performance spaces providing a rich palette of 
expression and exploration.  
Key findings have been divided between young artists, facilitators, and professional 




the role art plays in social engagement, exploring complex themes. The frameworks of 
Lundy (2007) for eliciting young people's voices and facilitating transformative 












Isabella Oberländer. Photo by Lucy Dawson 
  
3.4.1 Body of the work, workshops, and creation 
"Lodge yourself on a stratum, experiment with the opportunities it offers, find an 
advantageous place on it … have a small plot of new land at all times"  
(Deleuze & Guattari 1987, p. 161). 
In this era of mass access to information and unpredictable social change, how to preserve 
individual autonomy for each member of society may often appear obscure. This is 
particularly the case given the contested and oblique status of our cultural understandings 
of "autonomy" as a concept. While original conceptions of autonomy rested on judgments 
regarding morality and individual decision making (Kant 1770), more contemporary 
understandings of autonomy have made more significant reference to political and 
individual autonomy. This is the condition of having one's personal decisions respected, 
honoured, and heeded within a political context, or the rights of countries to self-govern. 




understanding of autonomy as "The individuals' right and ability to make decisions for 
and by oneself without undue external influence" (Quante 2011). 
By creating this project of scale, we hoped to create a "small plot of new land," one which 
was neither utopian nor overly idealistic but offered hope and alternative perspectives 
(Braidotti 2011). The lack of need for consensus within the creation's framework, allowed 
competing narratives to sit side by side (Derrida 1971).  A democratic performance 
paradigm, that placed youth groups, and internationally recognised artists and academics, 
within the same billing under the same umbrella, was an egalitarian model of curation. 
This offered an opportunity for both cohorts' work to be seen by new audiences.  
So, in a sense, the artists, the viewers, and each person that encountered The Autonomy 
Project were free to draw and elicit their interpretations from the work. There was a broad 
appeal by spanning genres of music, dance, performance art, circus, visual art, and film. 
For the work's creators, the following statement was the foundation of the creative acts, 
"What fascinates me as an artist is the autonomy one experiences, not only in the freedom 
of choice about what to create but also in the reconfiguration of experience through art" 
(Leurher 2007, p. 131). 
In Chapter 2, I have outlined the main body of literature that has underpinned this thesis 
for both arts practice outputs. In this section, I will add some of the theoretical parameters 
that have been used only in this project and not as part of the overall thesis. In creating 
and designing The Autonomy Project, I have used the idea of "Post control" curation and 
Student Voice, to attempt to curate and support concepts of autonomy for all of the 
participants in the project. I will outline these concepts in the following section. 
3.4.2 "Post Control" curation  
The concept of post control curation has been co-opted from what is known as "post-
control choreography" (Kloppenberg 2010, p.11). It has been utilized and made known 
by British choreographer Siobhan Davis. Within the original process, dancers are given 
tasks to create work as they generate choreography out of improvisational explorations. 
It is a process of deliberate transfer of control from choreographer to the dancer that relies 
on the moments in which choreographers loosen their grip on the whole and give dancers 
agency and freedom and co-create the work through a collaborative design (Kloppenberg 
2010). The concept makes room for surprise and discovery in the exchange between 




where choice and possibility merge. Within The Autonomy Project, this dialogical space 
was opened up between each of the artists and facilitators and the lead artist. Each artist 
and facilitator had full artistic freedom to create their work, yet how this was arranged 
within the performance had to be negotiated with the whole group. Everyone involved 
had to collectively agree on the most mutually beneficial solution to issues that arose 
during the process. In terms of curation, it allowed autonomy to be centrally located 
within the design and decision-making processes within the mediated spaces. This was 
an attempt to create and practical ways of organising as: "Freedom is in the striving: the 
subject, simultaneously both crafted and crafting, engages in 'practices of freedom' 
characterized by reciprocal and perpetual provocation and struggle" (Beausoleil 2014, p. 
114). The idea of post control curation was also an attempt at creatively exploring 
"aporia" (Derrida 1988) in this work. Of allowing a span of voices and attempting to find 
a way of communicating that was not hierarchized. This presented challenges, 
particularly for the professional artists, as this ultimately meant more work for the artists 
to do within the process.  
3.4.3 Youth voice  
 
Music Generation, Limerick City. Photo by Lucy Dawson 
 
By commissioning the youth groups, we elicited the voice of young people and asked 




of young people, to give their unique perspectives on the concept of autonomy in society, 
was the thinking behind commissioning each of these youth groups. Giving young people 
the support and space to create something that represented their perspectives was of 
paramount importance. This is a time of the emergence of youth activists and to extend 
this opportunity to the young people of Limerick, through art making was a rich and 
exciting experience. Each of the youth groups were chosen because of the high quality 
and inspiring work they undertake with young people in the Limerick area. The groups 
were given the option of enlisting extra expertise or to use existing tutors and youth 
workers from within their organisation. The main premise for all the group facilitators 
was, facilitate, do not create. All the work had to emerge from the young people 
themselves. Listening to the perspectives of young people and creating a democratic 
platform for them to explore the concept of autonomy was fundamental to this project. In 
Ireland and internationally, the recognition that children’s views need to be considered 
regarding decisions that affect their lives. The importance of children’s rights, especially 
influenced by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC 
Assembly 1989), which includes, Article 12 – the right to express their views in matters 
effecting them and have their opinions given due weight commensurate with age and 
maturity.   
This challenge with respect to “greater skills in listening” echoes Lundy’s (2007) 
caution that a common and cogent criticism levelled at Article 12 of the UNCRC 1989 
is, that it is easy for adults to comply with outward signs of listening and ultimately 
ignore children’s views. She argues that tokenistic or decorative participation is not only 
in breach of Article 12 but can be counterproductive. An essential element within the 
process of pupil voice in practice and research must involve a commitment to “authentic 
listening” which is realised only through ‘acknowledgement and response to the views 
expressed and suggestions made by pupil participants’ (Flynn 2014, p. 166). This is 
integral to Lundy’s (2007) children’s rights-based framework for participation which 





Figure. 4 (Lundy 2007; Welty & Lundy 2013) 
 
Taking these into consideration, I opted to work from this basis and each of the groups 
created original works that explored the concept of autonomy, or, alternatively, the 
facilitators allowed the young people themselves to self-direct the creation, therefore, 
autonomy was the process/mode of creation. This way of creating material differed from 
group to group, and this freedom for each group to design their own methods was 
fundamental to the projects ethos.  
3.4.4 Commissioning and recruitment of artists 
The artists, youth groups, and academics involved in The Autonomy Project were brought 
together in two phases. When designing the project, the artists: Seamus Nolan, Siobhan 
Kavanagh, Fergus Byrne, Deirdre Murphy, Lisa McLoughlin, and youth groups: Music 
Generation Limerick City, GOSHH, Limerick Youth Theatre and Dance Limerick, were 
all a part of the original conception and application to the Arts Council. Each of the five 
original artists commissioned for The Sailor’s Home worked with additional artists to 
realise their work. These additional artists were: Adam Gibney (collaboration with 
Siobhan Kavanagh, Joanne Ryan (collaboration with Seamus Nolan), Emma Langford, 
Alice Presenter, Michelle O’Connor (Sang a sound score with Deirdre Murphy), and 




brought in specialist expertise in film: Lucy Dawson (film creator for GOSHH) and Peter 
Moles (Film for Limerick Youth Theatre).  
The second phase of selection was through open call. The Autonomy Project circulated 
an open call for existing performance works that were in line with the aims of the project. 
From this open call, 15 eligible works were received. An assessment panel took place and 
two high calibre pieces were chosen – “Goblum”, a new work from Catriona Ni Mhurchú 















Flyer for performance - Photos by Lucy Dawson 
 
3.4.5. Youth Partners 
Each group was given the same brief guidelines for facilitators and participating young 
people regarding how to approach their exploration of the concept of Autonomy (See 




young artists was different, with some groups this involved continuing in a similar fashion 
to how they usually operate, while other groups gathered the young people to get involved 
in the workshops. Specifically, two groups, Music Generation, Limerick City, and 
Limerick Youth Theatre, had an existing core group of young people with whom they 
had been working with for a number of years. The remaining two groups, GOSHH and 
Dance Limerick, had the added task of gathering or auditioning young people to get 
involved in the project. In the case of GOSHH, recruitment occurred internally from the 
service. Dance Limerick held open auditions to find dancers to work with.  
We held twice monthly meetings from September to December with all of the groups and 
the Limerick City and County Arts Office to ensure all the supports were in place before 
the groups began. These meetings addressed the issues surrounding child protection 
policies, which needed to be clarified across each of the groups, Garda vetting, logistics 
of organising the young people and budgets. Artistically, each group was free to create 
whatever they wanted to make; however, the remit was to facilitate, not create. This was 
to ensure the work was made mostly by the young people themselves and the facilitators 
were there as a support to enable that process to happen. For two of the groups, this was 
how they worked anyway, for the other two, this needed more time and clarification from 
me. I worked more closely with the two groups who needed this support. My role was to 
support the facilitators, not to interfere with their creative processes by suggesting ideas, 
but to listen to their concerns and find ways to help in the process of creation. We held a 
launch of the project in December 2017 and this was the only time that we managed to 
get most of the young people together before the dress rehearsal of the project. The 
logistics of getting 62 young people together remained a significant barrier leading up to 










3.4.6 Biographies and descriptions: The Autonomy Project  
3.4.6.1 Music Generation Limerick City (MGLC).  
Music Generation is co-funded by the rock group U2, The Ireland Funds, The Department 
of Education and Skills, and Local Music Education Partnerships. The programme is 




young people the confidence to express themselves and a platform to share it. They have 
established themselves at the national and international vanguard for facilitating young 
people’s self-expression in a youth arts context.  Music Generation used the Easter 
intensive that they held the week prior to the performances as the creation period of the 
work. They presented three different acts at each of the three performances at Dance 
Limerick, thus showcasing the work of nine bands, solos or rap artists. The ethos of Music 
Generation Limerick City is very much in line with the themes of the project. They have 
an open-door policy for their building, where young artists are free to gather and create 
in the purpose fitted premises in the heart of Limerick City. Boris Hunka, Music 
Generation Co-ordinator described their work in the following way,   
autonomy is at the root of how we interact with the young people. If we were to 
try to coerce them to come, it wouldn’t work. It would change their relationship 
to the MGLC. We provide the building, equipment and tutors, but it is all self-
directed learning. The tutors play a key role in the working of MGLC. They have 
to be able to allow and encourage but not step into the traditional music teacher 
role unless the young person wants to do that. I have built up an amazing bunch 
of tutors who are able to tread this very fine line. (Hunka 2018) 
3.4.6.2 GOSHH  
 
GOSHH Image. Photo by Lucy Dawson 
Gender, orientation, sexual health, and HIV is a charity which provides an environment 
where the mental, emotional, physical, and social well-being of everyone is promoted and 
sexual rights are respected, protected, and fulfilled. Their office is based in Limerick City 




focus on the promotion of equality and wellbeing of all with a positive and respectful 
approach to sexual orientation and gender diversity. 
GOSHH (gender, orientation, sexual health and HIV) are the only group within the 
partners that did not have a specific artistic discipline, nor are they an arts organization. 
This group was led by Rachel Newland, a youth worker with extensive experience with 
young people and a background in theatre, which allowed her to facilitate these 
workshops. She worked with videographer, Lucy Dawson, and the young people to create 
a film, which explored the concept of Gender Autonomy. Rachel recruited young people 
from the groups that she led within GOSHH. Many of these teenagers identified as 
transgender or non-binary. For many of these younger people, they had not met other 
people of their own age that faced these issues. Rachel used theatre games and role play 
to allow the group to explore what gender autonomy could mean.  What emerged was a 
poignant film that was designed and arranged by the young people themselves expressing 
and interrogating the idea of gender. GOSHH described the project in the following way,  
The young people had an opportunity to explore in depth the concept of Gender 
Autonomy - a theme which affected each of them on a personal level. There was 
therefore a therapeutic aspect of the process. They got to be a valued member of 
a team - contributing in accordance with their strengths as they perceived them. 
Their contribution, thoughts, ideas, values, artistry, were positively valued. This 
was a new group created for the project - from which long-term friendships were 
created. New skills learned around film making and creating stories. (Newland 
2018) 





        
Dance Limerick, Photo by Lucy Dawson 
Funded by the Arts Council and Limerick City and County Council, Dance Limerick is a 
support and development organisation. Through a combination of performance platforms, 
residency opportunities, master classes, talks and lectures, Dance Limerick advocates for 
artistic dialogue and exchange. In collaboration with dance artists across a range of 
practices, Dance Limerick promotes the creation of new and innovative work and devises 
programmes of access, engagement, and participation for the wider public.  
Dance Artist, Rachel Sheils, choreographed the work for Dance Limerick with the young 
people. For this group, Dance Limerick, with The Autonomy Project, put out an open call 
for dancers aged 14-20 to be involved in the project. From this audition, four young 
dancers were chosen, and Rachel worked with them for ten Saturday workshop sessions. 
Sheils focused on asking the dancers to create their own movement, which many of them 
found very challenging at first. Having come through traditional dance classes, where 
they are asked to replicate their movement, creating their own choreographic response 
was very new to them. Rachel also asked them to describe each other, this vignette was 
used in the final piece and was a very moving portrait of each person. Rachel described 
this process in the following way,  
These four dancers made all the movement in the piece. They chose what to say 
about themselves and each other. They chose the music you hear. They committed 
to being vulnerable during this process. The resulting piece explores vulnerability 
as a mark of strength and that being shy doesn’t mean that you have nothing to 
say. This piece is a reminder that no matter what age you are, everyone is looking 
for connection, belonging and non-judgement so that one can flourish and develop 




3.4.6.4 Limerick Youth Theatre  
 
Limerick Youth Theatre Actor in rehearsal, Photo by Lucy Dawson 
 
(LYT) is a company of young performers, dancers, writers, designers, directors, 
producers, and filmmakers, located in the city of Limerick. LYT was set up in 1997 with 
a vision of providing a unique opportunity for young adults from all backgrounds to cross 
social/ cultural divides through youth drama experiences. Filmmaker Pete Moles, the 
director described his process with LYT:   
I am an advocate for empowering young people to use their voices, not to say 
what they think people want to hear, to but to explore their own experiences and 
beliefs. Film is an excellent medium to explore personal narratives and make 
sense of the world by finding a story that explores the relationship with one's own 
views and the world at large. Through story, especially when exploring some of 
the playful elements of crafting a film, young filmmakers can find themselves in 
conversation with each other and themselves. This is at the heart of young people 
acting autonomously. Chewing was a film built on a process encouraged risk-
taking, honesty and discourse. Young participants were given the tools and 
support to make all creative decisions, with an emphasis on script. Creative 
production decisions were made by the participants, with support given where 
required. However, instead of taking a purely passive role as facilitator, I 
participated in the discourse and directed discussion toward problem solving. My 
philosophy was to uplift the creativity of the young participants, to encourage 
creativity and to reject the obvious in favour of more filmic or entertaining 
solutions. Through this process, the story became something more reflective. 
There was a certain thrill for the young participants in discovering that they didn't 




Whenever they thought in terms of delivering an experience for an audience, they 
found their voice.  (Moles 2018) 
3.4.7. Professional artists.  
The following section will outline the commissioned artists and artists chosen from an 
open call for submissions. These artists span many genres, specifically chosen for the 
type of art they make and how I envisioned that their work would sit together in the 
overall framework. I wanted artists whose work was political or whose practice was very 
singular and less concerned with trends in art. Each of these artist’s works excite me, and 
I see something inspiring about the type of work that they make and how they make it. 
Again, the tracing of artistic decisions after the fact, is unreliable, but I was very clear 
from the outset who I wanted to work with and it was apparent that the group worked 
well as a whole. The span of art from voice, to dance, to performance art, to visual art 
gave a wide palate of experiences for the viewer. This wide range of art forms was echoed 
in the Dance Limerick performance, where film was also added. In the following section, 
I will outline their biographies and add notes about their work from my own perspective.  
Siobhan Kavanagh is a vocal artist specialising in composition and live performance; 
writing songs and creating musical arrangements with bands and electronic artists. 
Siobhan often works collaboratively, most notably with visual artists, dancers, and circus 
performers. Through these collaborations, Siobhan explores all vocal and music genres 
reacting to the themes presented while experimenting with performance and musical 
composition. Training as a vocalist for many years through Opera, Jazz, contemporary 
performance, and extended vocal techniques, Siobhan applies a blend of all the elements, 
with a focus on research and new creative practice. Siobhan holds a MA in song writing 
from the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick. 
(Kavanagh, 2018) 
I first encountered Siobhan’s work when we were part of an installation 
performance together as part the Galway Theatre festival. Siobhan is one of the 
most exciting artists I have encountered in many years as she is a classically 
trained opera singer, who also plays punk, ska and Rock. She seamlessly bring 
this virtuosity and contemporary performance together. She also has a captivating 
stage presence and brings a post-punk goth element to her work. I asked her to be 
part of a piece that I made in 2016 called Scaramouche. This was the first time I 
had an opportunity to direct her in my work and she was amazing to work with. I 
sent her a poem that I wrote and she turned it into a song and movement piece 
before arriving to the rehearsals and this was why I wanted to see what she would 




Adam Gibney is a Dublin based artist who engages with sound, electronics and sculpture 
as a means to unravel the impossibilities in understanding key elements of our objective 
reality. His practice often deals with the philosophical implications of knowledge 
generated by Science and Philosophy and their points of intersection. Sound-
manipulation, electronic design and computer programming act as catalyst for digesting 
the philosophical conundrums that his practice investigates. In 2017, Adam partook in 
exhibitions and residencies in Ireland, Britain, France, Latvia and South Korea (Gibney 
2018)  
I had not met Adam before this piece, but he has since worked on the sound for 
my second arts practice performance. Adam is an very exciting artist and he has 
done a huge amount of new work since The Autonomy Project, including a fully 
funded MA in visual art. (McLoughlin 2020) 
Fergus Byrne is a multidisciplinary artist working in performance, sculpture, drawing 
and writing based in Dublin, Ireland. Performances integrate movement with manually 
made objects, mostly of wood. Through being activated, these objects create an energised, 
almost motorised state of the self upon which other more subtle actions and sometimes 
spoken text is layered. The work recognises and examines parallels between disciplines 
– sculpture, dance and drawing – and in placing the body at the centre of these activities 
presents a phenomenological exploration of these parallels (Byrne 2018)  
I worked with Fergus on a piece I made in 2010 called Below the Tide, and he is 
one of my favourite artists to work with. I saw him perform a piece in 2005 
responding to sound created by a Contemporary Orchestra, in the National 
Concert Hall. It was this performance of almost total, yet captivating stillness that 
made me follow him as an artist and later ask him to work with me. I believe he is 
one of the finest performance artists working in Ireland today. (McLoughlin 2020)  
Maleta Company is an Irish based contemporary circus company, the company uses 
juggling, manipulation and the body as a base to construct languages in which they can 
explore aspects of human condition. First formed in 2013, the company continues to 
experience, explore, and share our vision of circus, poetry and performance (Company 
bio 2018)  
Maleta was chosen from an open call for submissions. Their application was 
outstanding and the performance was also. It was a perfect finish for the Dance 
Limerick work. Their application to the project, was compelling and the panel 




Seamus Nolan is an artist based in Dublin. He is the current recipient of the CAPP 
commission with Dublin City Gallery The Hugh Lane and Create. Other works 
include ‘4th Space’ for Inhabiting the Bageion, Athens, ‘'Proto punks' with Upstate 
Theatre projects Drogheda, 'Free Silhan Oscelik ' Mayo Arts Collaborative, ''F**K 
IMMA' for 'What we call love' Irish Museum of Modern Art, 'The Trades Club Revival' 
which saw the revival of the traditional working man’s club in Sligo. The attempted hijack 
of a Ryan air flight ‘Flight NM7104’, the refusal to participate Ireland's recent 
international art event ‘Dublin Contemporary’ 2011 (Nolan 2018)  
Seamus is the most well-known of the artists in The Autonomy Project. What I 
appreciated about his work was his punk attitude and bold statements, all 
tempered by the most gentle individual you could meet when in person. He is 
highly regarded for his work with marginalised communities and his unwavering 
questioning of power and structural inequality through art. (McLoughlin 2020)  
Deirdre Murphy is a writer, composer, choreographer, interested in making life more 
accommodating, grounding, and stimulating. She does this by performing, writing music, 
making theatre, dancing, teaching yoga, dance, and acro-yoga, training circus, throwing 
parties, raising children, knitting, cooking, and standing on her hands. Deirdre is a 
member of the Loq Ensemble, has served as director of Fumbally Court Studio and is the 
primary creator of Capitalism:  The Musical.  She is interested in provoking political and 
cultural analysis through her work.  She has been the recipient of several Arts Council of 
Ireland grants, and has shown her work in Ireland, London, throughout the USA (with the 
support of Culture Ireland) and Canada (Murphy 2018)  
I worked with Deirdre in 2011 on a piece of her creation called Drinking from the 
Well. What continues to impress me about Deirdre’s work is how she escapes 
genres and labels but is hugely effective in bringing people together to deeply 
consider difficult topics. Her previous work “Capitalism the Musical” toured 
extensively internationally through a network of anarchist groups. I think Deirdre 
is one of the most fearless art creators in Ireland as she continuous to create 
boundary defying work. (McLoughlin 2020)  
Ella Clarke is A graduate of Perm State Ballet School in Russia, Ella is a choreographer 
and dance artist working in dance and literary theatre since the early 1990’s. Working 
nationally and internationally.  
Caitríona Ni Mhurchú is an award-winning actor and writer. Her show, Eating Seals & 
Seagull’s Eggs, was a DTF sell-out before a critically acclaimed run during Edinburgh 




her first original work, the journey and genesis of which started with Six in the Attic (Irish 
Theatre Institute's Resource Sharing Scheme).  
Ella and Caitríona have collaborated on Little Wolf shows since 2014.  
Goblum was chosen through the open submissions and we were  delighted to have 
two of Irelands most avantgarde and highly respected performers as part of this 
work. To see the two of them together in a piece together was a treat indeed. 
(McLoughlin, 2020)  
 
 
Young Artists from MGLC. Photo by Lucy Dawson 
3.5 Arms - (Reach of the project) 
3.5.1 Performance outline 
Dance Limerick and The Sailors Home were the venues of the two performances as part 
of the project. Originally, we had conceived of having the youth groups in both locations, 
however the logistics of having young people performing for a week in a building without 
any heat in April, became a significant barrier. The Sailor’s Home was a promenade 
performance where each room held a new performance piece. The three performance at 




The iconic Sailor’s Home in heart of Limerick city was the first performance venue; it 
opened on Tuesday the 2nd of April and ran until Sunday the 8th of April with four 
promenade performances per day. The second performance took place at Dance 
Limerick’s St. Johns Church, again in the centre of Limerick city. This second venue 
allowed for a more traditional performance experience and housed all of the youth groups 
work, bookended by professional works by Catriona Ni Mhurchú and Ella Clarke and 
Company Maleta.  
 
 




3.5.2 Analysis of performances in the Sailors Home and Dance Limerick.  
This section will provide a discursive analysis of the artistic performances that resulted 
from the contributions across all stakeholders. It provides an account of the all the works 
performed, in both venues across the week of The Autonomy Project performances.  
Throughout this section, I will describe and analyse the works created and discuss how 
they related and contributed to the research questions. My role is not to critique the work, 
but rather to describe and analyse the work for the reader. As these artists were artists 
whose work I admire, this may come across in the work as it is discussed. In addition, as 
I was involved in some, but not all of the creative processes, my involvement shapes my 
perspective of the works. The first performance that I will discuss is The Sailors home, a 
semi-derelict building in the centre of Limerick. This building is regularly used for art 
exhibitions and it is in the process of being renovated. However, it was the fact that this 
was such a beautiful and unfinished space that drew me to it. It was a barracks for sailors 
in the turn of the century and the high ceilings and windows have a faded glamour that is 
a rare thing to find in performance spaces. I also liked the notion of a promenade 
performance and that this would allow the five artists (including myself) the ability to 
create separately yet be connected. The structure of the layout allowed us complete 
freedom within our rooms, while doorways opened these spaces up to the rest of the 
building.11  
3.5.2.1 The Sailors’ Home (Right Arm) 
The audience is led into the partially derelict Sailors Home, which is in the process of 
being renovated. The exposed brickwork and untreated rooms lend the building an air of 
both faded grandeur and intrigue. Lit from below, the walls are a warm pink, giving the 
building at least the visual sense of warmth, even though the temperature is colder inside 
than out. The curatorial journey of each piece was designed to bring the audience from 
the sensorial/experiential: breath, blood, body, voice and song and, finally, to a stirring 
call to action.  
 
11 The following is a short promotional video made for the project and showcases each of the pieces 







Siobhan Kavanagh in Spatial Composition 1: I Breathe Therefore – Photo by Lucy 
Dawson 
3.5.2.2 Spatial Composition 1: I Breathe Therefore  
This collaboration between Siobhan Kavanagh and Adam Gibney was the first instalment 
in this promenade performance. Singer, performer Siobhan Kavanagh enters the room 
wearing all black and a hooped skirt, circling the seated audience in a specially created 
circular installation. Artist, Adam Gibney, creates this instantaneous sound design from 
the edge of the darkened room, sound emanating from all angles.  Siobhan is lit from 
above the speakers and sound resonates throughout this 360-degree sound installation, in 
which the audience is seated.  This gives each audience member a unique performance, 
no two people seeing the same angles or hearing the same sounds.  The seating is a curved 
bench, which places the audience in a circle facing inwards and is bookended by large 
speakers which reverberate throughout the benches creating a full, rich, resonant 
experience. The breath, a static noise, was sent from speaker to speaker. Lighting on the 
speakers themselves, gives each person in that dark room moments of inclusion and 
identification. This is slightly disorientating and, therefore, uncouples us from our usual 
awareness, heightening our senses to the piece.  
This piece invited a full somatic experience of sound and breath, almost like being inside 




immersive experience. As this piece began the promenade performance it brought the 
audience into a rich and sensory experience of sound and breath, punctuated with the 
words and soaring range of Siobhan’s operatically trained voice, reaching far and wide, 
mediating and escalating between the speakers. These two very exciting artists have a 
rich repertoire between them.  
 
 





3.5.2.3 The Body Autonomous 
Dancer, Isabella Oberländer, unfolds down the staircase of the venue and into the corridor 
where the audience waits. A purposefully slow decent gives the audience time to take in 
this new aspect of the building and her presence. An arhythmical pulse of a heartbeat is 
the only accompanying sound. I choreographed this work in collaboration with Isabella 
Oberländer. This piece was informed by my love of sci-fi and was proposing the future 
evolutionary potential of our species: The blurb for this work was: “the body autonomous 
connects, processes and adapts instantaneously. Through this piece, one woman 
communicates her fragility, power and the experience of being human. Her ‘autonomous 
body’ rejects coercion and resists consensus, embracing a multiplicity of possible truths” 
(Programme notes: TAP 2018).  
The audience is close to the performer in the narrow space, her presence filling all of the 
corridor. A soft, red exoskeleton designed and created by Limerick School of Art and 
Design student, Ann Nolan, has its own life, adding to the complexity of the movement. 
Oberländer is at once, communicating and processing her experience, complete and 
whole, yet still in need of the support of those around her.  She gently removes her 
exoskeleton and hands it to an audience member, thus removing the barriers between 
herself and the audience. The movement changes to softer, less defined movement, 
allowing the audience to feel more empathy to her state of being, inviting them to come 
closer. She is wearing a leather piece, cut out to resemble a skeletal structure. The piece 





Fergus Byrne in AutoPneuma; Photo by Lucy Dawson 
 
3.5.2.4 AutoPneuma 
Performance artist, Fergus Byrnes, begins the performance perched on the ledge of the 
shuttered windows, balancing on the exposed brick work. He takes his time to come down 
from the wall, thus allowing the audience to adjust to the room.  The room is lit in a very 
low tone of purple and lit through a gap in the beams above head. He begins a highly 
controlled hyperventilation which reverberates throughout the space. Although breath is 




creates tension in the watcher. Although hyperventilation is a symptom of the desperation 
we may feel in moments where we lack control or autonomy, I sense that Byrne is in 
absolute control of his breath. His muscular form, bare from the waist up, shows the effort 
needed to sustain this sharp, short breath. His performance seems to need no reciprocal 
attention from the audience, and his absolute concentration draws the watcher into his 
mastery of breath. The waistcoat, a sleeveless denim jacket, embroidered perfectly by 
Byrne, depicts an asthma inhaler and the words “AutoPneuma”, telling of the journey 
Byrne undertook to heal his own body of Asthma through breath work. The exacting 
nature of the embroidery is echoed in the clarity of Byrne’s performance. It demonstrates 
a clear mastery and his performance is compelling from start to finish.  From the floor, 
he rises and moves forward towards his audience, connected to the wall behind him by a 
mechanism of strings which will eventually divest him of his jacket. When this is taken 
off, he leaves it to rest in mid-air, suspended by the mechanism and a precarious length 
of timber. His performance ends with another static moment, balanced mid-way up a 
casement window. Byrne is a powerful performance artist. This commitment to the 
performance and the raw power emanating from his lean and muscular form are 
captivating, by both his intensity and the distance he creates from the spectator by fully 
inhabiting his embodied experience.  
 




3.5.2.5 Thoughts and Prayers 
Deirdre Murphy's Thoughts and Prayers is a timely attempt to make something 
meaningful out of that phrase used in the wake of tragedies in the US. Murphy brings us 
into her space, with a sound score she created, sung by Emma Langford, Michelle 
O’Connor, and Alice Presencer. This piece is an earnest prayer for the basic needs and 
wants that are the conditions of any autonomy that we may experience, genuine and warm 
in its delivery. Deirdre implores the audience to make a true prayer for humanity, one that 
speaks to our need for the earth, home, and connection. After her Prayer, she makes a 
movement prayer of graceful special weaving. Through her words and dance, she gathers 
up the audience into a heartfelt ending. The three singers create a cascading lullaby, that 
is both haunting and comforting.  This earnest plea is a disarming in its raw honesty of 
intention and delivery. Murphy is a brave artist who is not afraid to jump into the difficult 
questions facing society at this time. Her weaving of sound, dance, and text created an 
honest offering of our hopes and prayers in this time of change. Only by having our basic 
needs met can we consider our own autonomy. 
 






3.5.2.6 10th President of Ireland 
Seamus Nolan's 10th President extends the central theme of the promenade performance. 
The campaign asks that for a nominal period, one minute, one hour or one day, the Office 
of the President of Ireland would be symbolically conferred upon the life and name of 
William Delaney. William Delaney was one of many children who have died whilst in 
the care of the State and the religious orders appointed to the management of childcare in 
Ireland and across the globe. Nolan proposes that as a nation we need to atone for the 
state-led neglect that was rampant in many of these institutions. This work is the only 
overtly political piece and has a power and poignancy, ending what has been a very 
thought-provoking experience. Nolan's idea is neat and undeniable. What better way to 
represent the unrepresented and forgotten, to plead for their autonomy than by conferring 
them the highest honour of the state.  The piece consists of a large poster, with the forlorn 
face of William huge and unavoidable. This photo was one of the few left of the children 
that died at the hands of those that were tasked with their care.  The narration is delivered 
with calm presence by award winning actress, Joanne Ryan. She clearly and sincerely 
presents this one tragedy, standing for all such tragedies, and the case for William 
Delaney's nomination. It is a powerful and moving gesture, one that shows the power of 
art to bring to light our dark past and create actions that we can take to never forget.12  
Nolan is an artist with an impressive resume. The most striking thing about his work is 
the direct challenge they bring to the viewer. His work does not allow room for evading 
the main premise. The Tenth President implored us to look at our history and face up to 
our complicity in the actions of the state. Fintan O’Toole writes of the Irish ability to have 
“unknown knowns- things we know damn well but somehow manage not to know at all” 
(2015).  We know to some degree that this form of abuse was rampant, yet we are shocked 
and horrified when the full allegations emerge. Nolan’s work places the action at our feet 
and boldly asks us to acknowledge our past and atone for our nation’s inaction.  
3.5.3 Dance Limerick (Left Arm) 
 
 





Ella Clarke in Goblum: Photo by Lucy Dawson13 
 
Dance Limerick Performance (Left Arm) 
3.5.3.1. Goblum  
The performance opens with Ella Clarke and Catríona Ní Mhurchú's Goblom. Two of 
Ireland’s most notable performers combining their considerable talents and artistry to 
open this performance.  The text, performed by Ní Mhurchú, was in a particularly ancient 
strain of Irish. This text is seated side by side with the movement of dancer, Ella Clarke. 
Goblum is a slice of a longer duo conceived by Ella Clarke and Caitríona Ní Mhurchú. 
Creating a sinuous multi-layered live and recorded sound-wave to underscore the 
choreography, the piece features spoken word based on Early Irish Texts and specially 
commissioned audio. “Through a prism of myth and ritual, the Death-Goddess Badhb 
 
13 This clip is by Lucy Dawson of the creation period with all of the youth groups and the final 





questions her own erasure from collective memory. And challenges her obliteration” 
(Clarke & Ní Mhurchú 2018). The presence of these two incredible and notable 
performers fills the space with absolute assertion, both at the height of their powers, both 
highly attuned to the journey of the other, with almost intangible subtle weavings between 
them. They are at once entwinned with each other, while almost ignoring the others 
presence. However, the combination of these two performers was a treat for all to see. 
Clarke has, across her career, studied with Deborah Hay, and this is evidenced by her 
absorption in each task, happening almost without any need for an audience. This was 
contrasted by Ní Mhurchú's performance, which, as she crawled across the space, or 
gathered up some gauze material, held the audience in her captivating gaze almost spitting 
the word as a curse.  
3.5.3.2. Music Generation Limerick City  
MGLC had six acts across the three evenings. This is a different approach than the other 
groups, as it was once and once only for all of the bands. There were two metal bands, 
two rappers and two Indi bands that played over the three performances.  The groups 
described the experience in the focus groups as, “very different to the usual relaxed 
atmosphere we’re used to performing in. But it was good, like a professional gig, but still 
really nerve wracking” (Youth Participant 2018). Each of the acts was different, and this 
sense of freedom to express themselves was palpable. The first night opened with a 
scream metal band, which was the perfect encapsulation of why I wanted teenagers to be 
a part of this project. There is something of our essential selves in our teenage years that 
begins to be watered down as we age. In psychological terms, teenagers are moving from 
their childhood identity (Tajifel 1970) into their adult identity. This crucial time of 
identity formation brings with it, a freshness, a lack of the cynicism or nuance that can be 
the product of getting older. These bands encapsulate the concept of artistic autonomy, 
each act defiantly unique and creative. The rage and angst that teenagers can create is 
almost like a flagship of the need for both support and freedom. The freedom that all of 
the teenagers possessed in this moment was fresh and a delight to see.  
3.5.3.3. Limerick Youth Theatre.  
Chewing was a film created by its second-year youth members. This film brought a 
hidden depth to its concept. On the face of it, it is a film about a girl who ardently dislikes 
the sound of other people chewing. It ends in a bloodbath; not where we expected it to 




are pushed beyond our control. The premise for the piece is a youth group that are each 
representing a country. The protagonist is representing Switzerland, a neutral country. 
This begins what is a hilarious slide from the everyday into the absurd. My take from this 
film was the depth of nuance that the young people brought to the concept. By delving 
into autonomy in relation to countries, they immediately brought deep complexity to the 
situation. The protagonist being Switzerland, being horrified by the greed and the 
grotesque gluttony of the bigger powers (US, and Russia, etc.), is a vastly sophisticated 
take on the problematic notion of neutrality. Again, this is a representation of how art can 
allow young people to have fun, but also make a sophisticated comment on society. This 
film was excellently acted by all of the group. Particularly the protagonist, whose 
innocent delivery of her character’s anxiety leaves the ending a complete surprise/horror 
for all of the audience.  
3.5.3.4. Dance Limerick 
Hello I'm… was a beautifully crafted work by four dancers.  The choreography was co-
created by Rachel Shiel and the performers themselves. They each have a solo and a duet, 
and a very satisfying quartet. The structure and performances of Hello I’m…. is an 
excellent example of autonomy in action, by allowing freedom and individuality then 
drawing together into moments of unison. Each of the performers describes one of the 
other dancers, while they are moving. What follows is a heart-warming account of each 
other as they describe the positive traits of their friend. Sheil made sure that each of the 
dancers described someone that they had met during the process of creation, this meant 
that the audience heard about these first impressions and the gradual unfolding of 
understanding between them. The choreography was created by the dancers which 
brought flavours of hip hop and contemporary dance seamlessly together, with moments 
of unison, breaking out into solos throughout. The palpable sense of pride that these 
dancers had in the work they created was so satisfying to watch, with each dancer having 
a true moment to shine and be seen in the work.  
3.5.3.5. GOSHH,  
Growing Pains was perhaps the most literal portrait of autonomy on show. It was created 
with and by the young people themselves, many of them identifying as trans or non-
binary. It shifts between modes and moods fluidly and quickly, and bursts with energy 




polarity is playfully explored, by two labels on a wall, with the teenagers placing 
themselves somewhere they feel represents their identity. The diverse performers all 
negotiate and cooperate with each other so that everyone's moment is spotlighted. There 
poignant moment of a trans girl putting on her make up in in front of the mirror. This is 
a contrast to the millions of YouTube makeup tutorials, she looks vulnerable, and the shot 
feels like we are witnessing a sacred act of transformation, one that is done with temerity 
and bravery. A bound body, wrapped in masking tape, is taken in a close shot, each person 
drawing parts they see as male parts they see as female. Again, this is a sophisticated 
representation of the complexity of being trans or non-binary as these teenagers each had 
a different understanding of what it means to fit those labels.  It ends with a song written 
and performed by one of the group, which leaves the audience feeling optimistic and light 
with, what could be, a very challenging topic. These teenagers risked more than anyone 
else in The Autonomy Project as some of the young people are not “out” to their family, 
therefore, this act of art was one of wonderful technicolour bravery from all involved.   
3.5.3.6. Maleta Company 
La Mesa (the table) is an athletic and precisely performed circus show about two friends 
confounding, arguing, and eventually helping each other. Two virtuosic circus performers 
play a game of lining up the juggling balls. However, his friend wants to help; cue chaos! 
Silent but energetic, this is the show which caught the children in the audience. The two 
characters are opposites of each other, one goofy and the other cool, a little brother and a 
big brother perhaps. This piece is performed with such ease and incredible skill, yet it the 
charm of the two performers, playing off each other, that brings the audience to their feet. 
This seemed a positive way to end the show as the skill and playfulness of Company 





Company Maleta La Mesa. Photo by Lucy Dawson 
 
3.6 Legs - Grounding the Work through the Findings 
3.6.1 Evaluation Methodology  
In chapter one, I have outlined in greater depth, the methodologies used for this thesis. 
The following is to remind the reader of the palate of methodologies that have been 
employed in this aspect of the research. This research includes the voices / experiences / 
stories across a range of social perspectives. The aims of this research are to better 




of autonomy and societal participation and, if possible, identify aspects which may be 
beneficial to arts and collaborative projects.  
I adopted a mixed methods approach: to gather the perspectives of the young adults, 
artists and academics involved in The Autonomy Project. The research is primarily 
qualitative data and autoethnographic reflections, with collection methods including, 
ethnographic interviews, focus groups, questionnaires / surveys, as well as audio and 
audio-visual recordings of workshops and formal performances, all in order to capture 
the experiences and perceptions of others involved in the project.  
3.6.2 Participants 
This project comprised a number of different cohorts of participants (See Figure 4 below). 
In all, there were sixty-two young people involved in the project, who participated as 
members of four separate youth organisations. These four organisations had ten tutors 
(five included in report) and seven professional artists.   
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3.6.3 Data Collection Procedures 
This study comprised a mix of qualitative and quantitative data collection procedures.  
Facilitators of youth groups and youth members of the groups were asked to complete an 
online survey to gather overall satisfaction rates from participants across the youth 
groups.  
Semi structured interviews were conducted with youth group facilitators and professional 
artists. Focus groups were conducted with youth group members. These were conducted 
face to face in a setting familiar to the participants and at a time that suited them. 
Participants were clearly informed that their participation was voluntary and that they 




recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews were read in their entirety a number 
of times to gain a sense of the data. Data analysis was continued until data saturation was 
achieved. 
3.6.4 Arts Practice Methods and qualitative data collection methods 
Leavy (2015) discusses how autoethnography arose from the field of ethnography in the 
form of field notes and memo notes that places the researcher within the research. The 
origins of autoethnography as a method came from the supposition that the positionality 
of the researcher can never fully be removed from the research, thus counter to the 
traditional concept of researcher as passive observer, this recognition of our bias 
increases’ validity. Within this report I have placed my description and analysis of each 
of the art works within the findings section to outline how art, in this case 
multidisciplinary performance practices, can add to and inform discussion and analysis 
of complex narratives.  This was particularly relevant to the youth artists, some of whom 
said very little in the focus groups; however, their artistic statements made a sophisticated 
statement on the concept of autonomy. I have also included my autoethnographic 
journaling to add greater clarity to the creation and design of the project.  
3.6.5 Qualitative research methods  
Data from the interviews and focus groups were analysed using thematic content analysis.  
Thematic content analysis was used to generate codes drawn from transcript of the 
interviews conducted with participants. According to Braun and Clarke, thematic analysis 
is a: 
Method for systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight 
into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data set. Through focusing on 
meaning across a data set. (Braun and Clarke 2012, p. 57) 
Thematic analysis offers a flexible method that is independent of any pre-determined 
theoretical framework, facilitating an inductive analysis of the themes emerging from the 
data (Braun & Clarke 2006). It offers a ‘contextualist’ position, recognising the ways in 
which individuals make meaning of their experiences whilst acknowledging the broader 
social influences upon these meanings (Braun & Clarke 2006). 
Given the complexity of The Autonomy Project and the collection of data from across a 
broad range of stakeholders, this report undertakes a rich detailed description of the full 




professional artists, and youth group facilitators. The analysis progresses beyond surface 
description of the data to interpret latent meanings within each theme. With reference to 
previous literature, this facilitates a deeper understanding of the social and ideological 
structures underpinning the perspectives relevant to the concept of autonomy and how it 
is understood within the current cohort of participants (Braun & Clarke 2006). 
The Autonomy Project’s data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six key phases: Phase 
1: Familiarising yourself with your data, Phase 2: Generating initial codes, Phase 3: 
Searching for themes, Phase 4: Reviewing themes, Phase 5: Defining and naming themes, 
and Phase 6: Producing the report.   
3.6.6. Ethical considerations 
This project has received ethical approval from the Arts Humanities and Social Sciences 
(AHSS) departments ethics committee from the University of Limerick. This project 
involved working with youth groups in the Limerick City region, with some participants 
under the age of 18. Given that the theme of The Autonomy Project is conceptions of 
autonomy, this involved participants exploring areas such as politics, gender identity, and 
personal issues. Importantly, however, the researcher's contact with the young people 
followed a series of 20 workshops facilitated by the gatekeeper youth groups with whom 
they have an established relationship. 
To address the question of participants’ feeling coerced to take part in focus groups, it 
was explained at the outset that participation was entirely voluntary, and any participant 
may terminate their participation at any stage. In addition, a member of the organisation/ 
youth group introduced the focus group and explained what was involved such that 
participants will feel comfortable at all times and free to volunteer or not. Consent forms 
were given to their parents and assent forms were given to the young people involved in 
the project to ensure willing participation in the focus groups. It was also explained that 
all contributions have been anonymised, and no participant has been identified in 
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and HIV.  





3.6.7 Findings from all participants  
The findings that emerged for this project were multifaceted, with a rich spectrum of 
artistic creations of both young artists and professional artists being significant outcomes. 
The complex and broad proceedings of the symposium also provided an important 
outcome from The Autonomy Project, which both complemented and located the artistic 
creations within the context of relevant literature and discourses on autonomy more 
generally. The processes utilised by facilitators within each of the participating youth 
groups to facilitate the engagement of the young people they worked with during 
workshops are also foundational to the standard of the work that was produced. In line 
with the arts-practice framework that guided the development of The Autonomy Project, 
all of these outcomes for the project will be considered with reference to the qualitative 
findings emerging from participant’s experiences of participating with the project. The 
outcomes provide context for findings that emerged, with a rich tapestry of engagement 
emerging regarding the experiences of all who took part in The Autonomy Project. 
Specifically, the findings will be discussed within the context of the overarching aims of 
The Autonomy Project more generally.  These were focussed on the engagement of youth 





The findings will be presented in four sections, with the first two sections focusing on the 
participating youth groups, the third on outcomes from the professional artists, with, 
finally, the fourth on arts practice interrogation of the works. These findings have been 
grouped according to themes, as outlined in the methodology.  
 3.6.8 Findings from the young artists 
Each group was given the same brief, however the ideological concept of autonomy, 
meant that each group had artistic freedom over what they created. In other words, the 
approach adopted by each group was co-authored by participating young people and 
facilitators within the loose guidelines of the brief, with each group’s approach being 
unique and emergent. This approach was strongly influenced by Lundy’s (2007) 
frameworks for facilitating a “Student voice” to emerge and direct the process of creation 
within the workshops.  
 As discussed earlier, two groups, Music Generation, Limerick City and Limerick Youth 
Theatre, had an existing core group of young people with whom they had been working 
with for a number of years. The remaining two groups, GOSHH and Dance Limerick, 
had the added task of gathering or auditioning young people to get involved in the project. 
As such, the findings that emerged for each group will diverge significantly regarding 
how they approached their engagement with The Autonomy Project and, potentially, in 
perspectives regarding autonomy. This is seen as entirely consistent with a rigorous 
exploration of a shared understanding of autonomy as a concept.   
This resulted in very different experiences for the younger people. For the groups who 
only formed for this project, the impact on their lives was greater, as was evidenced by 
the data from the focus groups. The individual members of these groups had actively 
chosen to be involved in The Autonomy Project and therefore were more heavily invested 
in the outcomes. For the other groups, this project was one in a number of performances 
that they created over the year. However, for all groups the professional staging and 
presentation was a new experience.  
The findings for young artists will be presented according to three sub-thematic areas. 





3.7 Young Artists’ Experience 
Focus groups provided an in-depth analysis of their participation. The young people 
indicated their experience of the project was very positive, with one of the young artists 
describing the experience as “finding this group has been like a salvation to me, I know 
that’s very poetic and all, but it really has!” (Youth Participant 2018) . This aligns with 
Lundy’s (2007) concept of Space within her framework for fostering student voice 
engagement, which hinges on creating a safe environment for participating young people 
(see page x). Another participant stated, “I think I can speak for us all when I say we loved 
it. It has been such a cool opportunity for me anyway. I just wish it wasn’t over!”. These 
statements indicate that a creative and inclusive environment was created within their 
group workshops, that fostered a sense of efficacy and engagement with their voices 
within a shared setting. Each of the groups formed different working models for 
approaching the concept of autonomy across the weeks of the workshops. This was 
supported where needed by myself as lead artist and with the guidelines that we set out 
in advance of the workshops (see appendix for more details). For many of the groups 
involved in this process, the social aspect was one of the most important parts for them. 
Meeting like-minded teenagers that they could connect with through art gave them a goal 
and a way to interact and get to know each other better: 
The piece formed from the social aspect but then the piece also gave us a 
focus and a reason to keep meeting… It was a good way for people to 
share their stories and know that there are other people out there like 
them. I feel like I’ve really made some close friendships (Youth 
Participant)  
By having a reason to meet and share their stories and ideas the young people had an 
opportunity to meet people in Limerick, who shared their love of art, or of creating. The 
creation of a shared space to explore understanding and modes of expression is an 
essential element to foster voice among young people. This project offered a way for 
some people who did not initially know each other, to connect in order to create the work. 
One participant was apprehensive about meeting: 
I was nervous, but these guys have been so cool and I don’t feel out of it 
or anything. I love making up stuff and this really allowed me to make 
more movement and everyone was really supportive, so I felt good 
making it.  
Having the opportunity to perform the work that they had created and meet other youth 
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The co-authored and democratic approach fostered within the workshops was also 
instrumental in fostering divergence in creative output, with a spectrum of art forms 
emerging according to the voice chosen by the young people involved. Lundy (2007) 
proposes that, for authentic voice expression to emerge from work involving youth 
groups, creating a space for choice in modes of expression is essential.  
Initially, when creating the framework for the project this democratic platform that gave 
young artist and professional artist the same billing, was a new idea to many people. For 
the younger artist this was:  
exciting to be a part of this whole project, and all the other performances 
and alongside professionals and seeing yourself put on that same stage as 
them I kind of made me think “hey, maybe I could do this”. You’re actually 




This engagement with other youth groups and the setting of the Dance Limerick Space (St. 
John’s Church) gave gravitas to the work. The confidence and “excitement” to be 
performing their own original work in front of large audience in a formal performance 
space also supports the effectiveness of the workshop process some of the groups had 
created, with a safe environment fostering a confident and authentic expression of creative 
voice.  
 It was nice to do a gig in a more formal setting alright and the stakes were 
higher and seeing all the other performers. I think it’s really good to get 
out of your comfort zone and surprise yourself like that.  
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This platform created new audiences for both the professional performers and for the 
younger artists. The concept of “Audience” within Lundy’s (2007) framework for 
authentic youth voice engagement is of central importance, as it communicates that the 
voice of the young artists would be heard. This formed an important aspect of the 
contract between the structures of The Autonomy Project and the young people who 




not ordinarily come to arts events, come to Dance Limerick, and people/audiences who 
would not ordinarily attend youth events come to see youth groups. 
One group, however, felt unprepared for the performance in Dance Limerick and it was 
very different to anything that they had experienced before “It was intense, a lot more 
formal that we are used to. It was intimidating”. The experience of being in a 
performance, in a professional setting alongside professional artists, was something that 
was new to all the groups. This indicates the importance of the workshops for preparing 
a safe and transparent environment for young artists to engage with the process. Clear 
messages and the careful building of trust are essential for supporting genuine creative 
engagement.  
3.7.1 Concepts of autonomy 
From the comments that emerged from the focus groups, the young people had a very 
sophisticated understanding of the concept of Autonomy. These conceptualisations were 
often closely tied to self-identity and understandings of person freedom or personal 
expression. “Autonomy to me is the freedom to be myself and to open up to people more 
without fearing judgement in the process” (young artist). 
The findings also indicated that the young people involved in this project had really 
delved in to the concept of what autonomy meant across the workshops and explored 
what it could mean. Participants had also interrogated how this idea affected them 
individually and then how this affected the group as a whole. One participating young 
person described it as:   
 Autonomy means freedom to me, freedom to just be myself and that that’s ok. I didn’t 
think about it that much before but doing this project really gave me a sense of the 
word and made me think about it more. Dance is that freedom to me. I feel free when 
I dance, well not all the time, but here when I’m doing this piece. 
This indicates a dynamic and emerging understanding of autonomy that the young artists 
were actively using a range of art forms to explore, using art as a medium for self-
expression or voice (Lundy 2007).  
Although they spoke of individual autonomy, most of the groups spoke of the wider 
implications of autonomy. In particular, it was evident that the group workshop 




within the shared group setting and an understanding of the potential tensions between 
these two aspects. The idea that in order to truly explore and uphold this ideal of personal 
autonomy, it could not take away from another person’s freedom of expression within a 
shared group space.   
I think autonomy is like complete freedom but also making sure that 
doesn’t impact on anyone else’s freedom, so your expression of yourself 
doesn’t hinder someone else’s expression of themselves. So, it’s often 
viewed as like and individual thing, but I think it’s like more of a 
communal thing, like everyone has to take other people’s expression into 
account instead of just like letting themselves go. Yeah, Autonomy is a 
collective experience, not a selfish one.  
This understanding of the concept of autonomy was impressive from the young artists, 
aged between 13 to 19. It was a concept that resonated with them on a personal level and 
was described as something that they felt their generation had a much wider perspective 
on.  
I think autonomy is something my generation is thinking about much 
more, how will we do things differently to how things have been done 
before. I think our generation are doing it differently especially round 
social media, is changing how we think, allowing more freedom and 
difference   
This kind of genuinely expressed sophisticated interrogation of a range of perspectives 
and meanings of the abstract concept of autonomy, and how it interfaces with the 
collective, underpinned some of the creative outcomes unveiled during the performances 
at the Dance Limerick venue. It also indicates the effectiveness of the workshop process 
in facilitating the emergence of authentic and considered expressions of the voice of the 
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3.7.2 Artistic autonomy for the young artists  
The theme of The Autonomy Project was to inspire debate, to give voice to young people 
and artists and to explore artistic freedom and how this could be a metaphor for our 
organisation within society. The young people described this as: 
when we’re writing music we are expressing ourselves and our own 
feelings so like anything that is written by us is like a coping mechanism, 
so in that way it’s all part of The Autonomy Project even if it wasn’t 
written with The Autonomy Project in mind.  
This aligns with the fostering of different modes of expression in order to foster the 
expression of youth voice. At this age, teenagers are become more aware of their role in 
the wider society, by engaging young people in the exploration of complex societal issues, 
this increases their sense of agency and citizenship.  Using art as a tool to express 
themselves and as a vehicle to work out their ideas was another theme that emerged,  
I’ve never really thought about how I use music to express myself and my 
individuality before and then when you came in and talked about that I 
think that made a difference. It made a difference to think about why you 
make music.  
Allowing young people to take ownership of the work they create, changed their 




hits on YouTube”. They all had a palpable sense of pride in the work that they created, 
“the piece is awesome!”, but felt nervous about showing this in a public forum.  
For the GOSHH group, this meant being vulnerable and revealing more about themselves 
and presenting a film publicly about their sexuality and gender. This was more 
pronounced for this group and there was a need to ensure that all of the young people 
were aware of what they were involved in. Once young person described this as follows: 
“You were prepared to be vulnerable and prepared to show your vulnerability”. Many of 
the teenagers in this group were not “out” to their families and friends. Therefore, 
expressing their ideas in this very public forum had to be treated with care by the GOSHH 
team. The emphasis on the creation of trust and an emancipatory confidence to explore 
and express within this group was evidenced in their confidence and satisfaction with 
their film, shown during the Dance Limerick performance showing.  
As discussed in the first sub-theme of this section, in the creation of an authentic safe and 
co-authored space, the workshops within The Autonomy Project fostered a confident and 
original expression of the voices of the youth artists through the medium of their self-
selected art form. This was then performed in a public showing, providing an affirmative 
audience for their authentic expression and exploration of their understandings of 
autonomy.  This is an exemplar of the power and potential in harnessing Lundy’s (2007) 
framework in fostering youth engagement with complex social issues through the 
medium of art in their own community.   
3.8 Findings from Facilitators and Groups  
The findings from the youth group facilitators will represent data collected using both 
surveys and semi-structured interviews. Braun & Clarke’s (2006) framework for thematic 
analysis was used to analyse the data, with three thematic areas emerging: Facilitators’ 
experiences, learning outcomes, and barriers.  
The decision was taken by all involved that the production needed to be something 
different to a “school play or a talent show!” (Facilitator 2018).  We decided that by 
bookending the performances with two professional works, this would change the 
atmosphere of the overall performances at Dance Limerick. The scale of The Autonomy 
Project, its professional billing, the communications campaign and the national and 
international profile of some of the artists, meant that the project received advance and 




of the professionalism added to the excitement and the tension of exhibiting their work. 
Each of the groups and facilitators worked extensively with their young people to ensure 
that they were happy with the end product and that these works were something they were 
proud to show to the public. The sense of pride was very evident from the young people 
following the performance.  
 
Munyaradzi God Knows Jonas- Facilitator Music Generation Limerick City. 
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3.8.1 Facilitators’ experiences 
The facilitators in The Autonomy Project played a centrally important role in interfacing 
with the young artists and supporting engagement with the subject of autonomy. As all 
of the facilitators in this project came with a vast amount of experience, both artistically 
and in terms of youth engagement, this sensitivity had to be foregrounded to ensure safety 
for the young people. While facilitators were provided with some general guidance from 
myself, and through the workshop brief, a significant element of the success of the 
workshop process rested on their ability to foster a safe and authentic space for youth 
artist engagement.  
As one facilitator described, “there was a therapeutic aspect of the process”. Due to the 
often deeply personal resonance of what emerged for the younger people, the facilitators 
needed to be aware of the sensitivity of asking younger people to explore their 




They got to be a valued member of a team - contributing in accordance 
with their strengths as they perceived them. Their contribution, thoughts, 
ideas, values, artistry, were positively valued; long-term friendships 
were created (Facilitator, TAP 2018)  
Despite this important and complex role, data from an online survey of the four partner 
groups showed that the facilitators rated The Autonomy Project as either positive or very 
positive. This is an encouraging response given the complexity of their role and degree 
of independence of each group. Their emphasis on fostering a sense of safety and respect 
is also evidenced in the findings that emerged, with the creation of relationships and 
expression being emphasised.  
In the survey, the partner organisations described the experience as a “very positive 
experience” for a range of reasons, such as providing the opportunity “...to explore and 
create around the theme...”, but also in being part of a “professional production that 
included youth groups and adult professionals who were also exploring similar themes”. 
Great value was placed on how the project’s inclusive framework offered the groups a 
platform to present the work that they created as part of the workshops in a professional 
manner at Dance Limerick.  
it felt like their piece was important in that it was put on the same level as 
youth groups who would have a really good reputation and alongside 
professional performers, and then to have it presented in a professional 
programme was an amazing experience. (Facilitator, TAP 2018) 
These comments indicate an understanding among some facilitators regarding the role of 
Audience in supporting the emergence of youth voice, of the creation of genuine 
opportunities for young people to feel their contributions and expressions are heard by 
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Some facilitators also reported personal development benefits that contributed towards 
their overall positive experience of The Autonomy Project process. “I was able to develop 
my own skills as a leader, practitioner and teacher”. The workshop experience also 
contributed to an expansion of the way they worked, who they worked with and the 
overall approach they to their work, “I was able to meet brand new people and teenagers 
who shaped my practice in a very particular way”. This perspective emphasises a 
dialogical approach being adopted in workshops, with facilitators co-creating a creative 
space and being reactive/responsive to the choices or expressions of the young people 
they are working with. In other words, the facilitators are open to influence from the 
young artists, with the creative outcomes of the workshops clearly reflecting the voice of 
the young artists. In addition, there was a reported clarification of the role art might place 
in supporting their work with young people into the future; “And I saw a long-term benefit 
of …the arts on young people”. The use of a range of artistic forms fostered a sense of 
authentic expression of the perspectives and voice of the young artists, something the 




3.8.2 Approaches to supporting creativity/the creative process across the groups  
At the outset of the project, the four disparate youth groups and partner organisations 
looked to me as lead artist for guidance regarding guidelines for how to creatively 
approach participating in The Autonomy Project. This complex initial context was further 
nuanced, as two of the groups had existing working models for developing projects; this 
needed to be respected, given the democratic approach underpinning the overarching 
creative ethos of The Autonomy Project. In contrast, Dance Limerick and GOSHH were 
forming groups of young people specifically to participate in The Autonomy Project, thus 
they did not have a previous working knowledge of the individuals involved and were 
open and perhaps needed greater levels of guidance and requested support for their modes 
of participation with the project. Dance Limerick and GOSHH requested and received the 
support from the lead artist needed, as these were new groups. 
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In September 2017, when all of the youth groups first came together to discuss the project, 
there was some apprehension as to how we would manage to create a cohesive project 
involving so many different groups and artists. The three main considerations that 
emerged were policies, communication, and project workshop framework.  
Of primary importance from the outset of the project was the necessity for the 
organisation of the practicalities, with elements of each group‘s Child Protection Policy 




Council’s policy. This involved significant work for the Culture and Arts Office, who 
established a clear written structure and protocol that ensured protection for all of the 
young people involved in the project, drawing from information on best practice in this 
area that one of the project partners had secured from a national resource organisation.  
Central to the initial discussions with youth groups was an emphasis on allowing each of 
the participating young people their artistic freedom and how this could be effectively 
supported. Workshop handbooks were devised and discussed with all of the youth group 
partners. The framework outline (See Appendices) was a distillation of the concepts 
developed in these discussions, with a clear list of values being outlined that underpinned 
the project. This was negotiated with all of the groups combined.  
By explaining the project’s aims and giving more clarity as to how these aspects could 
potentially be put into practice, this gave the groups the confidence to create their works. 
These underpinnings were: Voice (Encourage the work to emerge from the young people 
involved in the workshops and performance), Inclusion (This is a project about ensuring 
that our human rights are being respected so ensure the group is allowing each young 
artist a say in the process), Diversity (This project celebrates difference in all its 
technicolour glory!), and Activation (Actively engaging in the creation, direction and 
staging of the work).   
The foundational principle of the workshops was that facilitators were there to there to 
distil and enable but not create the work. One facilitator described this in the following 
way: 
...it was a lesson in stepping back and let it happen and support people in 
their creativity and bring out their confidence. Where to put in boundaries 
and frameworks and when to step back. (Facilitator, TAP 2018) 
This was challenging but very rewarding terrain for the groups with this described by 
another facilitator as making them feel “...nervous and uncomfortable too, I poured my 
heart into this too, I did things I didn’t know I was capable of too”.  
With the theme of autonomy as our central focus, it was essential that this was part of the 
creative process of each group and it was of primary importance to trust the young people 
to create something. The ability to step back and allow, but also to step in when support 




challenge, so mentorship and gentle shepherding of ideas was required. One of the 
facilitators described this experience as: 
...instead of taking a purely passive role as facilitator, I participated in the 
discourse and directed discussion toward problem solving. My philosophy 
was to uplift the creativity of the young participants, to encourage 
creativity and to reject the obvious in favour of more filmic or entertaining 
solutions. Through this process, the story became something more 
reflective. (Facilitator, TAP 2018) 
This, however, was also a potentially challenging process for both the adults and the 
young people, which involved a great deal of consideration and strategic thought from 
the some of the facilitators. For the groups that formed for this project there was the added 
work of creating comfort and ease between the new group members. For some of the 
young people, this was a very gradual process and getting to know each other and feel 
comfortable being creative needed support. As one of the facilitators described:   
 [I was]..thinking up every possible trick and wily way to encourage, coax 
and ask these beautiful humans to come out of their shells. I spent a portion 
of every single day thinking about them. About how I could help them be 
more courageous, be more vulnerable, be more proud to show who they 
are... (Facilitator, TAP 2018) 
The use of theatre games were used by the two newly formed groups. This allowed the 
young people to “break the ice” and be more open with each other and share ideas more 
freely. The process of creating requires an established trust in the group. Allowing time 
for this trust to grow was essential for all of the groups. Supporting the young people to 
create their own artwork was very different to many of the participants’ previous 
experiences. One of the groups described as a benefit that this may be a “more confidence-
boosting experience than learning material from someone else. Creating Freedom, 
power, confidence, self-awareness, connectedness” (Facilitator, TAP 2018). 
The experience for each of the groups was very different. For Limerick Youth Theatre 
and Music Generation, this was not vastly different to how they make work ordinarily. 
For the newly formed groups of GOSHH and Dance Limerick, this change was more 
pronounced. For the dancers in particular, they had never worked in this way and both 




3.8.3 Barriers or challenges experienced 
For two of the groups, there were no major barriers, as they had existing groups and were 
very used to the process of creating art pieces to be shown in a public forum. For the other 
two groups, who gathered young people specifically for the work, they reported: “we felt 
fully supported, whilst at the same time given freedom to create in a way which would 
work best for us”. This support came in the form of the structural support of the wider 
framework of the project, financial support, administrative support from the Culture and 
Arts Office and consultation support from the Culture and Arts Office and the lead artist.  
The professionals facilitating the performance pieces were enabled to create a space and 
framework which they felt would allow the young people's voices to lead the creation of 
the piece and overall this was a positive experience for each of the groups involved.  As 
this project involved some young people who did not have much performing experience, 
one of the barriers was “shyness” regarding performing, with one facilitator describing 
how they “…had to find ways to break down the stories the young people told themselves 
about their own capabilities and help them build more self-confidence in their own 
voices”.  
This was evident when all of the groups gathered in Dance Limerick and had to perform 
for the first time in front of the other groups during the dress rehearsal. However, by the 
time it came to the public performance, at least outwardly, they all displayed a high level 
of professionalism.  
Other challenges presented learning experiences for the groups with one group explaining 
it as:   
Any challenges were beneficial learning experiences for the facilitators and 
the group. It was important to constantly review and consider that all young 
people felt safe and included throughout the process, in particular as the 
young people involved were personally affected by the theme. (Facilitator, 
TAP 2018) 
Young people have competing commitments on their time and ensuring that the groups 
attended rehearsals and made the performance piece in the time allocated was noted. One 
of the themes that was expressed by all of the groups was “Getting teens to the right place 
at the right time!”. Participation for the young people was voluntary and each group 
worked to ensure attendance at workshops and rehearsals. When we held the dress 




there on time and were excellent to work with. This is a credit to all of the facilitators 
who worked on this piece, as all of the teenagers were happy to work and rehearse the 
work or see it on the big screen for the first time.  
3.8.4 Recommendations from the facilitators   
In both the interviews and surveys, the recommendation from all of the project partners, 
was that it would have been useful to get all of the groups together in advance of the 
project rehearsals in Dance Limerick. We had attempted to do this with the project launch 
in Music Generation, Limerick City in December 2017, however two of the four groups 
were in rehearsals and unable to attend. In spite of discussion, due to competing 
scheduling the logistics of gathering 62 young people together was an organisational 
challenge that we did not manage until the performance.  
Although this was not possible this time around, I argue it would be advantageous to the 
groups to work together a number of times during the project/at significant points during 
the project and this was described by one facilitator as:  
I think in future projects of a similar nature it would have been beneficial 
for the youth groups to come together as part of the workshopping process, 
for example to explore the larger theme of autonomy. I think they would 
have benefited from an opportunity to gain more of a sense of being a part 
of a being project. This became apparent only during the performance, 
which in of itself was very powerful, but I think could have been explored 
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3.9 Findings from The Artists  
The task of creating an original artwork about a monolithic concept such as autonomy, is 
significant. To be given the freedom to create the work framing freedom in society as its 
central concept is a task that many would shy away from. Yet each of the artists involved 
embraced the challenge and brought their extensive range and talents to creating bold and 
original works. When exploring the theme, four of the seven artists focused on their 
personal autonomy in relation to society and one of the artists, created a work that focused 
on the need to fight for others’ autonomy.   
Each of the artists who participated in The Autonomy Project were chosen for a very 
specific reason, either they had a very strong and clear practice perceived as autonomous 
or they were overtly political in their work, using it as a means to try and create more 
autonomy for individuals in society.  Visual Artist Seamus Nolan (10th President of 
Ireland), Performance Artist Fergus Byrne (Autopneuma), Performing Artist Deirdre 
Murphy (Thoughts and Prayers), Vocalist Siobhan Kavanagh & Adam Gibney (Spatial 




Autonomous), Ella Clarke and Catriona Ni Mhurchú (Goblum), and Company Maleta (La 
Mesa).  
For each of the artists involved in The Autonomy Project, a very different account of how 
this was experienced emerged. As is usual, most of the artists worked off site developing 
their artworks/performances with the final two weeks presenting the option to work in the 
Sailor’s Home, or the final week in Dance Limerick. What emerged, without prior 
communication about this, was how four out of the seven artists, chose to create pieces 
about the body.  
In many ways, this is a very interesting outcome, as, for these artists, the idea that 
autonomy could originate in the body emerged independently, through into the artwork.  
Beausoleil describes this as follows:  
When we understand the extent to which power has been embodied and 
reinforced at the level of gesture, habit, and movement, the body limited by 
self-understandings and self-understandings limited by the body, the practices 
of physical bodies in space come into sharp focus as a central site of political 
praxis (2014, p. 115) 
Two of the artists created pieces about the breath and one about the heart. This 
physiological conception of the theme poses the idea that to have autonomy, one must 
first have an awareness of our embodied experience and how this impacts on our 
perception.  This section of the findings emerged from the written reflections of the artists 
regarding their experience of the project and the process of creating the work. The major 
themes that emerged were autonomy and the dependency of the artist on community and 
limitations and concept of autonomy.  
3.9.1 Autonomy, the individual and the collective. 
Given the central theme of this project, how each of the artists came together to form a 
cohesive work formed a metaphorical process to explore the place, or role for the artist in 
society. The idea that we could collectively create a singular project without the need for 
consensus was one that was both exciting and challenging to the artists.  To this end, we 
decided to create a democratic structure of post control curation and design, attempting 
to allow as freedom within a clear structure.  
Each of the artists had a pre-agreed budget and the supports necessary to create the work, 




lead artist for the process, this was not a hierarchical position, and I did not step into the 
role of director for work being created, as this would have entirely changed the 
environment within which the artists were creating.  
It should be noted that this approach brought layers of complexity and some challenge to 
all participants. There is most often a clear chain of command in theatre and visual arts 
productions, with potential expectation that someone would “lead” or “guide” the 
development of the overarching creative project. Some may have entered the process with 
such an expectation rather than the delicate balance inherent within such a shared space. 
One artist described her experience of this democratic process as:  
distinct and unusual in my experience of these theatre production 
environments. More usually, 'need' is decentralised from the individual and 
placed in the hands of an authority figure who controls when, where and how 
needs are met relative to a chronologically ordered schedule. (Clarke 2018) 
The negation of this role was complex and at times very challenging, as it would have 
been easier to just make decisions on behalf of the group. In retrospect, I believe that I 
should have made this egalitarian method more explicit, as it was sometimes 
misconstrued as indecision. This constant group decision making had some distinct 
advantages in that, quite coincidentally, each of the five artists chose different spaces to 
each other in the Sailors home. Each artist occupied a separate space in either of the four 
rooms downstairs, with one of the pieces taking place in the corridors. As there were, 
only five spaces were available; this was fortunate. Each of the artists had responsibility 
for their own work, but for all the decisions that involved the whole promenade piece, 
these decisions had to be agreed upon by the whole group.  
The pieces had to work as a promenade performance, and for example, the order of the 
works had to be agreed upon by the group.  It was interesting to observe the differing 
approaches to operating within the shared space and differing levels of engagement with 
the group aspect of the overall creative process. Some of the artists were more aware of 
the group than others, with responses ranging from some of the artists who described it 
as:  
It is interesting to observe the concept of individual autonomy within a 
collective, as the themes seemed to naturally connect to each-other. 
Somehow, we collectively imagined within a space where ideas and themes 




 In contrast, another artist felt that there was only a singular expression and suggested, 
“Each person made their own work without much awareness of other works. As it 
happened there were some nice coincidences of themes”. It was interesting to note that 
the awareness of the group, as evidenced by the above comments, were gendered. The 
three female and artists and myself were very aware of the group dynamic and the fit of 
the pieces, which emerged from the data gathered, whereas the male artists were not as 
concerned with this aspect of the piece. Although this comment feeds into gender 
stereotyping, it is still a noteworthy observation in this particular context.  
As the lead artist, I felt the weight of the responsibility of the group very keenly and was 
also aware that by not stepping into the role of director/curator, I was placing more work 
upon the group. The tension between the individual approach to creation on the part of 
the artists, the requirements to work respectfully and supportively within a shared space, 
and the overarching collaboration within the larger Autonomy project, was a recurring 
theme.  
The group needed to respect the needs or rights of those around them to allow the mutual 
process of creation, even if this involved the creation of different pieces in separate spaces 
within the one building. Striking a balance between each person’s needs was a challenge, 
the world of visual art and performance, having quite different assumptions and needs. 
Amanda Coogan, as my mentor for this piece, was invaluable. As a performance artist, 
visual artist and someone who has been involved in theatre, she had the breadth of 
knowledge needed to help me navigate these differences of expectation. Amanda was 
available on the phone, whenever I needed her in the final two weeks of production, and 
her clarity, humour and confidence enabled me and helped to navigate the complexities 
of bringing 100 people together to make a piece of art.   
The group had to be mindful and adaptable to each other’s needs, while honouring their 
own work. One of the artists described this as:  
we all demonstrated flexibility toward the group’s greater needs and were 
mutually supportive and supported. Individual creation of work sprang 
from our willingness to work as a group for the process and production of 
the project. (Murphy, 2018)  
The idea, that was previously expressed by one of the young artists, that our individual 
autonomy cannot take away from anyone else’s autonomy was echoed by most of the 




‘whole' is fundamentally not a fixed or fused entity, but rather a collective 
of independently functioning parts that work together. Each 'whole' may 
then work in relationship to, but independent of, another 'whole'.” (Nolan 
2018) 
To create a piece exploring autonomy, both individually and collectively meant this 
framework was another exploration of the concept. We could not make a piece about 
autonomy if anyone placed influence on the work that was created. It had to be a full 
expression from the artist themselves. This was an intentional metaphor, opening the 
possibility that we do not require consensus to create collectives/groups/societies. One of 
the artists explained this concept as:   
Perhaps an assertion of individuality, a plural individualism, is mobilised 
when the individual suspends the notion of consensus and becomes the 
actor in his or her own appropriation of collectively (Nolan 2018)  
So, in a sense The Autonomy Project was an attempt, not only of creating multiple angles 
and perspectives on the concept of autonomy, but also an attempt at conceiving ways of 
organising in society. From this standpoint, the project facilitated a space through art 
where the individual is free to create an expression of this personhood, while holding 
space simultaneously for others to also experience this freedom without the need for 
hierarchy and consensus.  
 




3.9.2 Limitations and concepts of autonomy 
As each person began to create the work for the project the term ‘Autonomy’ was re-
imagined throughout the work; leading to one artist participant wondering if “even the 
notion of whether autonomy really exists at all.”. The idea that we can ever live or be in 
a state where there is no influence on us is a utopian idea. However, in that respect, 
autonomy is a “useful illusion”, one that challenges us to explore our decision-making 
processes in greater depth and detail. To use this ideal as a starting point for creation is 
to instantly see the challenges that relate to the concept.  In order for the artist to create 
work, they are depending on many things to support their process of creation and bring 
an artistic output to fruition. The individual is depending on supports or resources being 
available that they can “lean on” to develop their work.  
In order for true autonomy to exist, the basic hierarchy of human needs 
must first be met, or the human in question is in a lifelong process of 
scrambling to survive, and self-expression becomes secondary (Murphy 
2018) 
In the context of the piece, everyone was in receipt of the financial means to create the 
work, this included a fee and materials and accommodation for their time in Limerick, if 
not based there. In that sense, the hierarchies of human needs were meet and the artists 
could then explore autonomy without financial constraint.  
In Ireland, in a recent study by Theatre Forum (2019), the basic wages for many artists 
are barely enough to survive on; therefore, the need to create work will be constantly 
undermined by the need to survive. By receiving public funding to create this work, The 
Autonomy Project brought much needed employment to artists based in Limerick and 
across Ireland and foregrounded art and its ability to open up robust and many faceted 
discussions to a wider public.   
The idea that our autonomy is balanced with our dependency has recurred throughout this 
process. As a species, we are dependent on those around us to hold open any freedom that 
we experience, and within the shared spaces of collective art making this balance is 
constantly a fluid and negotiated form. One of the artists described this:  
The pre-existing collective and collaborative conditions which need to be 
met, in order for an individual to have autonomy, call in to question the 
reality of autonomy at all. Certainly, individuals can make choices, but 
even those choices are dependent on the framework which enables them. 




To conclude, when the principle of autonomy is practically engaged with, whether on an 
individual or in a larger group basis, it requires a number of conditions to allow people to 
express freedom while also respecting the autonomy of the collective. This requires a 
relinquishing of some of control and while also attempting to hold on to “the right kind 
of selfishness” (artist participant), in that each person is responsible for meeting his, her 
or their needs, and therefore taking responsibility for their own process and their roles 
within the work.  
 





Lisa McLoughlin in studio. Photo by Jonathon Mitchell. 
 
3.10 Autoethnographic findings of creation (Left Leg)  
The following is a mix of journal entries and context for the work that I made within The 
Autonomy Project. Situating myself within this research has presented challenges. My 
role was mostly supportive and administrative. Simultaneously, I was creating a piece 
within the framework that I had designed, so I became a participant within the experiment 
itself. My writing style, in the following paragraphs, is much more personal as these were 
my journal entries that followed rehearsals or significant events during the creation of the 
pieces. Sparkes (2000) describes Autoethnography as "highly personalized accounts that 
draw upon the experience of the author/researcher to extend sociological understanding" 
(Sparkes 2000, p. 21).  When considering the placement of personal stories within 
research, Laslett (1999) argues that the intersection of the individual and the societal can 
potentially offer a unique vantage point and contribution to social science or, in this case, 
the, arts practice. "Personal narratives can address several key theoretical debates in 
contemporary sociology: macro and micro linkages; structure, agency, and their 
intersection; [and] social reproduction and social change" (p. 392). By including these 
very personal stories within this research, it exposes some of the reasons for the structure 




exist when creating work. Sparkes argues: "Autoethnography might be more of a 
philosophy than a well-defined method (Wall, 2006), so there remains considerable 
creative latitude in the production of an autoethnographic text (Ellis & Bochner, 2000)". 
I am not trying to "prove" a hypothesis but rather elucidate my own and others' experience 
of creating artwork. This was an attempt to lay out the groundwork of what I was creating 
and how. The tensions that I was experiencing having so recently given birth to my third 
child and the pressures creating a work of this scale, formed the groundwork for my 
second work, The Kindness of Strangers. The practicalities of engaging in the art work 
produced the questions that emerged, not only from my own experience, but echoed in 
the previous findings and from the keynote speaker at the Autonomy Symposium, Dr. 
Vittorio Buffachi.  
Journal Entry December 2017.  
The following journal entry gives some context to the piece that I made called The Body 
Autonomous. This piece was written before we reached the studio and was part of my 
writing to create a framework for the piece we would eventually create. It explores some 
of the reasoning behind my decision making within the solo I created for The Autonomy 
Project with dancer, Isabella Oberländer.  
I am a sci-fi fan. I love the freedom that placing ourselves outside of the present 
moment creates. I am also more of the Star Trek variety of Sci-Fi lover, than Star 
wars. Which, in nerd speak means, I am an optimist.  Well that’s not entirely true, 
but I am more drawn to the humanity “copping on” than Mad Maxing out. So if I 
am to conceive of an autonomous body, I will place it in the future. Could our 
future evolutionary potential be biological? My divergence from the optimist 
starts here. I believe humanity will destroy the planet we live on. In order to 
survive we adapt. Our adaptability is one of our most prominent traits, so we have 
biologically adapted to this new way of being. In the book “recolonised planet 
number 5-Shikasta” Doris Lessing (1979) creates a world in which humans are 
colonised by two opposing forces. Reductively, the Shikastans are evil and the 
Canopeans are good. The Canopeans possess an ability to live in harmony with 
each other. Their main strength being their communication. The idea is that in 
order to communicate they need a higher order of communication that goes 
beyond speech. Consensus cannot be reached until a solution has been designed 
that everyone can buy into. This takes days, weeks if necessary. The Canopeans 
deliberate via their minds and slowly, like the Ent’s of the Lord of the Rings, find 
a solution to each situation. I like the idea that our bodies could become 
Ent/Canopean like. That our bodies could become our instruments of 
communication. That this communication could resist consensus and allow 
ambiguity. Steering clear of all of the usual power traps waiting within the spoken 
word. Those at the top of the food chain get to be the purveyors of truth of what is 




be if we couldn’t hide behind the words that often mean so little. That we would 
have to negotiate our actions and couldn’t hide behind faith and belief. If we 
couldn’t lie or spin or hide anything, what would that change? We would have to 
embrace ambiguity. I like this idea. 
Journal entry December 2017 
The following journal entry is from the first time I was in the studio alone to create this 
work. This gives some insight into the challenges of creating a work of this scale so 
recently having given birth, as I was breastfeeding my third child who was five months 
old. It also offers a glimpse into the use of embryology in the solo and how this is an 
embodied practice that I return to, to calm my nervous system.  
I feel physically sick attempting to create this. Even standing in place and 
attempting to embody “autonomy” I feel sick, unable. It’s like trying to eat a giant 
chocolate cake in one sitting, like the little boy in Maltida. We’ve been watching 
too much kids telly. So, I’ve stopped and have been lying on the floor of the studio 
for ages, which is dumb as I’ve only got two hours before I need to feed Iarla (my 
newborn). My boobs are filling up and I couldn’t feel less powerful if I tried. I’m 
exhausted and overwhelmed that I’m doing this project so soon after giving birth. 
Its five months, but with two others, I am so busy and overwhelmed. The big two 
are doing so well but I just feel guilty all the time that none of them are getting 
enough of me. I attempt my “trick”. Back into the womb, back into the comfort. I 
play white noise and lie on the beanbag. It shuts out the rising panic. I am feeling 
better already. Breathing slowing, heart rate easing. Sick feeling subsiding. I 
swim, into and around my cells. Shoulders easing, this 40 year old, thrice birthing 
body, remembering newness. Remembering pain-free ease, moment to moment, 
nothing ahead, nothing behind. I bring my hands to mouth, nearly always my first 
gesture here in my watery calm place, that I have to move mountains to get to. I 
spend time here just allowing my body to feel. Everything has been moving so fast 
and I am on such high alert all the time that this feels amazing. I love that I can 
re-find this place given time and space. I have so little of either.  Can I take this 
feeling to standing? A standing embryo? I move so slowly, not unfurling this spine, 
staying hunched, I take all this time to stand, and then when vertical, I can’t locate 
vertical, I am moving backwards, then back into the curl, this fluid state can’t find 
standing. Then I find it. I am a standing embryo. I feel, light and easy and fresh. I 
feel gently powerful, could I reach further to say “autono….. I am so damn sick 
of the word by now. I am so sick of the meaning. This leap to thought breaks the 
spell… 3,2,1 I am back in the room. My phone is vibrating. He needs to be fed. 
Still, I’ve taken this time to write up my notes though. I’ll not remember anything 
if I don’t!  
Journal Entry January 2018 
The following is an account of the first time the full artistic crew gathered to see the 
Sailors Home for the installation work. It provides an insight into the dynamics of the 




The whole artistic team for the Sailors Home installation met today to walk 
through the space and decided on the structure. I have all three kids with me and 
husband also. It’s a weird one. It would be so much easier if I was just being the 
director or curator, in the traditional sense for this. Just telling people what to do 
and when. Instead, trying to facilitate group decisions is slightly painful. I am 
trying to explain what I mean, not that it is wishy washy, but that we can’t make 
a piece about autonomy, if I am leading the charge. I will lead in things like 
administrative decisions and the overall way the work will be presented, but 
artistically, we are working independently and collectively. I am also aware that 
by having such a young baby with me, I may seem a little all over the place. I’m 
not feeling my “empowered leadership” today, just feeling like a milk-soaked 
mess. But there you go. 
 I know two out of three of the group well so that is easier, but I am slightly 
intimidated by Seamus and Adam as I have not worked with the two men and I am 
not sure what they are expecting as visual artists. Performers I feel I have better 
understanding of. I know the drill and in general it is much easier, but visual 
artists are a whole other breed. Seamus’ last show was in the Irish Museum of 
Modern Art and he would have had a load of art technicians and curators to look 
after his needs. I have tried to offset this by giving everyone a budget that they 
decided on and getting them to source everything they need. We will have lighting, 
sound and tech crew, but anything after that needs to come out of their budgets. 
Miraculously, we all pick a room and everyone gets the room they wanted. I 
wanted the corridors, as I had thought that my piece was the blood flowing around 
the four rooms/chambers of the heart. A nice tidy metaphor. I am trying to support 
them all in the making of this. I am aware that I will fail. Despite getting the money 
and commissioning them all, their needs are so divergent I don’t think I will be 
able to do what they need. The week we should have in the space together before 
opening I think will be really needed to form that coherence we need. I take them 
all out for dinner. I think they think I have a budget for this but I pay for it out of 
my own pocket. It was nice to do though as the more time we can spend together 






Lisa McLoughlin for the Launch of The Autonomy Project. Photo by True Media 
Journal Entry February 2018 
The following passage outlines the photoshoot that many of the images for the 
promotional material came from. This photoshoot was delayed due to the snow we had 
in early 2018 and was a significant challenge for the promotion of the work as images are 
vital to this.  
The snow has meant that we are late with getting this photoshoot done. I am 
strapped with the three kids and we are scheduled to go into the Sailors’ Home at 
two. Myself and the Isabella, the dancer, meet up with my niece who is doing the 
costumes. We head into LSAD (Limerick School of Art and Design) to raid their 
past students’ work for the shoot. I have sent Martha14 loads of images of 
exoskeletons, and am looking for something that will move independently to 
Isabella. We strike gold and find four costumes that are simply perfect. The giant 
red exoskeleton moves so beautifully and the weight of it means it has an 
incredible delay to it. We head down to the Sailors Home and I am nervous. Trying 
to keep the kids safe in a semi-derelict building, while directing a photoshoot in 
sub-zero temperatures is not an easy task. I am sweating despite the cold. Iarla is 
in the sling but he is getting so heavy now.  I can see the photos will be gorgeous. 
The first few are almost there already and between Isabella, who is a stunning 
dancer, the exposed brick and the costumes, the creative gods have shined on me. 
We keep trying for a particular shot and when we get it I know we have our image. 
Boom! I’m delighted! The images do all the things my words could not. Lucy 
Dawson is perfect for this, as she is a dancer as well as photographer so she 
understands movement and how to capture it on film. She is also able to help 
 




direct Isabella in the shoot, which is so helpful. Isabella is a trooper and although 
the temperature is zero she ploughs on in the costumes. We wrap it up in two hours 
and I am thrilled. It’s coming together. This is good shit!  
Journal Entry February 2018 
The following passage was from the first time I met in the studio with Dancer, Isabella 
Oberländer. I began with the idea that we would use embryology as the basis of the 
movement for this solo, however, when we came to this, it did not feel right to use this 
very deep experiential process in that way. Instead, I used my own improvisations as the 
basis for the structure and created a movement score for Isabella.  
We met this morning at 11 am  in the Irish World Academy15. I’ve tried not to 
drink too much coffee as embryology is not great when I’m over caffeinated. The 
only studio free is studio two and I don’t like the vibe here. It’s so big and cold 
even when it’s not cold. It’s still a great space but not ideal for creating a cosy 
atmosphere. This is a weird one. Ordinarily if I do any embryology with someone 
it is an experiential thing and not to create anything, but this is different. We talk 
to start. I talk about the idea of autonomy, of the body of the future, of why I 
wanted to work with her specifically. I also say that our dynamic cannot be the 
usual dancer-choreographer one. I cannot be in control all the time. This has to 
be collaborative and if anything, we are co choreographing. Also the day needs 
to be decided by us mutually, so if she has had enough, she can simply call it a 
day and that is absolutely fine. She seems fine with all of that but the talking about 
it and enacting it are two different things. We warm up together, independent in 
the space, chatting then not chatting. It’s nice to move again. I am weak as a kitten 
still. She is so strong and able. We begin the embryology and start in the fluids, 
coming on to her side, feeling fluids around and within. I walk her through the 
process just to have the experience. We do this for about an hour and take a break. 
I write some. But then I wonder about the dynamics of this. She is here to make a 
piece, not do Body-Mind Centering® (BMCSM),  so we talk about that again. This 
had been a question I had before this, but I thought we could touch on it to see if 
the states were something she could relate to.  She tells me that she had done some 
in Austria but it was not something she was particularly interested in. I take a 
break to figure out what I want to do. I don’t think it is right to bring her into this 
and although she is fine with it, it doesn’t feel right. I’d like her to know how it 
feels but as this is a process that can bring up a lot of deep emotions, I need to 
throw it out and start again. Is there some way she can inhabit the feeling without 
the process? We go back to fluids. In a way this is safer ground and it contains 
some of the same energy. I had spoken to Jenny last week and she suggested that 
I frame the improvisations into an improvised score but choose moments that I 
wanted to use. The moments I chose are: Standing embryo, the autonomous body, 
movement impulse, pause to imperative, wait for imperative to come, instant 
processing, future body, power, fragility. These are all moments that emerged 
 
15 The Irish World Academy of Music and Dance is housed in the University of Limerick. The building 
contains five purpose built dance studios and two dance programmes; The Masters in Dance 





from previous Body-Mind Centering® (BMCSM)  explorations that I had done in 
the past, and moments that I felt were fundamentally shifting something in my 
patterning. Seeing how or if they worked for Isabella was really interesting, 
especially as she has not had the experience of embryology, so in some way they 
are just random words and she is trying to figure out what I mean. This is the 
point where I need to be loose with my ideal of what I want to see. How to you 
transmit sensation without experience of that sensation. She spends time in each 
of the states. When she gets lost in her sensation of the states I am fully engaged 
with her.  
I decided on a time score. That within each rehearsal we would do the same thing. 
We began doing each one for 30 minutes, to really spend time with each one and 
would then work our way back from there. Go from  30-20-10-2-however long she 
liked in each one.  
After today, I can see a way forward. Isabella is such a beautiful mover, but I need 
to constantly remind her to stick to the tasks so that it doesn’t fall into generic 
dancing. When she is fully absorbed by the task, I am fully with her. When she 
veers off into dance/movement, it is much less interesting to me. I am so glad she 
agreed to work with me on this. I love her androgynous beauty and clarity within 
her movement. She really does exude power and fragility at the same time. It’s 
interesting that she was the first person I thought of. I’m glad she was free to do 
it.  
Day of Opening of Dance Limerick  
The following was written following the opening of the Dance Limerick performance and 
offers some insights into the post creative process.  
I had a glass of wine with Amanda (Coogan, Mentor) and then I’ve come home 
straight after the show and I need to write this. Man, that was so tough, but 
ultimately great. I’m exhausted but ok. After the drama of getting all of the 
teenagers and professionals into the space, and getting a tech done in the 
afternoon, I am shook. That was 80 people, most under 18 into one space at the 
same time. MGLC didn’t turn up for the dress run, so had sound issues on stage. 
It was slightly charming but also really frustrating as all of the other groups were 
so prepared and on top of it. Particularly the dancers who stayed in the space and 
warming up the whole time. No surprises there. But the biggest moment for me 
was opening the show with the LYT film. They hadn’t let me see it as they were 
editing until the final moment and had the process done and dusted with minimal 
interactions with me. The piece was a very interesting look at a young girl, who 
was excellently played, who had a particular hatred of chewing noises. She joined 
a debating team that was debating neutrality from the perspective of the United 
Nations. So far so good, well shot and acted. Then they order in Pizzas and she 
loses it with the chewing sounds and murders them all in a comic blood bath! 
OMG. I died. I had no idea what to think about it. I went up to the dressing room 
where Ella and Catriona were getting ready and had a chat with them. Ella 
decided that it was a very sophisticated look at the brutality of supposed neutrality 
and the challenges to the concept of Autonomy, as in the end she butchered 




about it as I really thought there was no connection to the concept. Next up was 
Music Gen and after a tricky start with the sound (as they didn’t make their sound 
check) they played a brilliant scream punk set. The rest was really touching, 
particularly the GOSHH film and the Dance Limerick Dance, but I had seen these 
pieces and been more involved in their processes before so maybe I was more 
relaxed and able to take them in. Wow. What a night though. What a whirlwind. 
Between being there at the installation and then going to Dance limerick it’s a 
huge piece. I don’t know how I feel yet so I’ll let it settle. My nerves are calming 
down though, in no small part because of all the kind words that everyone who 
spoke to me said. Particularly people I trust. The whole family and my mates are 
all coming tomorrow so I’ll have another support/criticism factor, but I need that!  
3.11 Feet 
3.11.1 Symposium: Art and Autonomy  
The symposium was an opportunity to explore the academic and artistic research that 
surround the concepts of art and autonomy and proved to be an invaluable asset for my 
research. Much of what I had experienced and had gathered from the data with the 
participants was given context by the talks and interrogations presented by the 
symposium. The symposium was convened by Dr. Niamh NicGhabhann and we had a 
large number of submissions from both artists and academics. The resulting day included 
talks, film, performances, and a book Launch. The highlights of the day were Keynote 
address from Jesse Jones, visual artist and representative for Ireland at the 57th 
International Art Exhibition La Biennale di Venezia (2017), book launch by Kathy Darcy 
with music by Anne Rynne (sister of Christy Moore and Luka Bloom), keynote from Dr. 
Vittorio Buffachi of UCC, Screening of “as Human as I am” and finally a performance 
of Actions by John Scott’s Irish Modern Dance Theatre. Youth contributors from The 
Autonomy Project were also present, along with the facilitators and made a very poignant 
contribution to the day.  
The Art and Autonomy Conference was billed as: Art and Autonomy: an interdisciplinary 
conference on expanding the space through art for autonomy in the world. This stage of 
the project was hosted and funded by The Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at 
the University of Limerick, as academic partners for The Autonomy Project.  
Taking place on 20th April 2018, the conference comprised a full day of multidisciplinary 
research, performance, film, music, and, most importantly, discussion.  
The inclusion of the symposium within the work was an opportunity to reach another 




Project in an academic context. For me personally, it was also a way to gather more 
academic information on the concept and I found it extremely useful in collating new 
perspectives on the work. Dr. Buffachi was particularly helpful, and his work is used and 
cited throughout this current thesis. His keynote, tracing the line from autonomy to 
dependency helped me to create The Kindness of Strangers. His discussion of the 
importance of autonomy balanced with our dependency was a crucial piece in this 
research. The idea that dependency, rather than heteronomy was the opposite of 
autonomy, resonated with me and correlated with the findings from the other participants 
in The Autonomy Project. I had originally intended to create a solo to interrogate the 
“heteronomous body” for my second performance; however, this keynote helped me 
shape a much more nuanced design for my second work, which I will discuss in the 
following chapter. Buffachi discussion of Fineman’s book, The Autonomy Myth (2004), 
opened up a new possibility. The idea of using Derrida’s concept of deconstruction to 
examine the hierarchies of ideal through an artistic lens was formed and enhanced by 
these outputs.  
3.12 Conclusion 
 The Autonomy Project was a large-scale and diverse piece designed to create an arts 
practice project to democratically explore the philosophical and artistic premise of this 
thesis. The project explored shared and individual conceptions of autonomy across a 
range of individuals, inclusive of youth artists, professional artists, and academics. It 
sought to do this in a democratic and inclusive manner that respected and facilitated 
contributions from all involved, providing a rich forum for artistic expression. Overall, it 
encompasses an art-based exploration of the whole range of research questions posed in 
this research, which are outlined below.  
The range of arts-practice approaches utilised within The Autonomy Project facilitated a 
broad engagement across a spectrum of mediums with all of the participants. All 
involved, explored their own understandings of the concept of Autonomy and its 
intersection with society. The resulting outcomes, encompassing both artistic 
performance and accounts within the research results, represented a diverse exploration 
of Autonomy. This indicates that arts practice approaches can be effective in working 
with diverse groups, both adult and youth groups, and allow for the emergence of a 




The symposium on the topic of Autonomy that was held at the University of Limerick 
aimed to foster further expansion of the discourse into the broader project. Academics 
and artists from across a range of backgrounds and perspectives contributed pieces. These 
perspectives provided a theoretical context for the work and further emphasised the 
diversity of views or understandings encompassed within the project. In his keynote 
address, Dr. Vitorrio Bufacchi discussed the importance of Autonomy in the 
understanding of individuality. He argued: 
Kant argued that respect for Autonomy flows from the recognition that all persons 
have unconditional worth, each having the capacity to determine his or her own 
destiny. It is for this reason that Kant suggested that Autonomy is closely related 
to our dignity. To lose our Autonomy is to lose our dignity. 
Interestingly, however, the most striking aspect that I have drawn from the analysis of 
The Autonomy Project is that, although we placed individual Autonomy in society at the 
centre of the project, what emerged was a story of community and collaboration. In other 
words, the Autonomy's artistic explorations were also explorations of Autonomy within 
the shared social environment. As the youth artists discovered, one person's Autonomy 
cannot impinge upon another person's. When each person is given full and equal respect 
and dignity, that flows outwards to all of the group. The used of arts-practice approaches 
were utilised to create a broader discussion regarding the individual and the body within 
the wider society. The creation of supportive and inclusive environments was essential to 
engaging the youth artists in the project, with the ensuing creative performances bringing 
the vitality of their perspective to the Dance Limerick events.   
The arts-practice approaches used in The Autonomy Project were influenced by other 
models for creating a supportive and inclusive environment for participating youth groups 
and artists. Specifically, Lundy's (2007) framework for engaging youth voice was used 
to develop an ethos of democratic self-expression and Autonomy of vision. The structure 
served to underpin the ten-week workshop process within which youth group facilitators 
fostered the engagement of the young artists in exploring their conceptual understanding 
of Autonomy through the arts, resulting in four original performances/films at Dance 
Limerick. The care taken in the design of the overarching framework to guide youth 
groups was essential in creating both boundaries within which they understood their role 
within the project and allowed for individual understandings to emerge. This democratic 
approach also built upon the existing networks of support and expertise within existing 




The diverse performances that emerged demonstrated the effectiveness of allowing 
freedom to create and the necessary support. The performances of these artistic pieces at 
Dance Limerick were near capacity, showing the depth of community engagement 
flowing from the project.  
The Autonomy Project offered all of the participants a unique and original platform and 
opportunity to create work, expand, and create new partnerships and perform within an 
exciting professional multi-genre performance.  An important finding to emerge from this 
project was that the various aspects emphasised the role of deep dependency in 
participant's exploration of Autonomy. Similarly, to Derrida's vision of deconstruction in 
an analysis of a phenomenon, the outcomes of this project emphasised participants’ 
interconnectivity and dependence within their engagement during the project. A project 
of this scale could only be made by everyone working together and collaboratively. 
Dependency speaks to a sense of community, and it is precisely this sense of community, 
even or solidarity that made the project so strong. The environmental considerations 
within the youth group workshops, the decentralised curatorial philosophy guiding the 
project as a whole, the shared and interconnected performance spaces, made a rich 
tapestry of offerings. The interrelated impacts were referenced repeatedly within the 
findings from youth group participants. Each performance occurred within a shared 
space, a public performance, before a shared audience. From the data that emerged in the 
focus groups and interviews, the aim of stimulating debate has been achieved and the 
idea, that "Autonomy is a collective experience, not a selfish one" (Youth participant), 
was the resounding theme to take away from this ambitious and successful project.  
The next chapter of this dissertation will explore the interaction between dependency and 
Autonomy from an individual perspective, looking at what impact systems of support 
have on the experience and agency of the lone citizen, and what role arts practice can play 
in exploring this tension. In this time of radical change, both environmentally and 
politically, how we treat the balance needed between our Autonomy and our dependency, 
seems like one of the most critical questions that we need to ask ourselves. We need to 
both respect the inherent dignity and freedoms of all people while acknowledging that we 
are and will always be a small part of the bigger picture and that our need for each other 





Chapter 4: The Kindness of Strangers 
 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines The Kindness of Strangers, my second arts practice performance for 
this thesis. This work was a created as a response and an evolution from the first work, 
The Autonomy Project. In creating and designing this work, I made the decision to create 
an artistic counterpoint to the large and collaborative first project, and bring the response 
back to the original threads of my primary questions concerning embodiment. In this 
work, I also analysed my physical response to the first piece and I created a number 







                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
 
 
The Kindness of Strangers Street performance. Photo by Jason Byrne 
 
4.2 Background of the Project 
The timing of The Autonomy Project in 2018 was very fortuitous, in that word autonomy 
entered daily discussion both online and in the media. The project coincided with Ireland 
voting on the Eight Amendment of the Irish constitution, which had previously outlawed 
abortion in almost all circumstances in Ireland. The application to the Arts Council of 
Ireland was submitted before the referendum was announced. Discussion of “bodily 
autonomy” became the daily discussion both online and in the media when the project 
was performed (April 2018). Simultaneously, in Spain, the Catalonian population staged 
a mass protest seeking autonomy from Spain and to gain sovereignty as a nation. So, 
autonomy, from the individual to the group, was a widely discussed topic. I have 
discussed in chapter two how autonomy differs when it relates to the individual and the 
group, so this timing of these political movements allowed me to understand more fully 




surrounding the eight-amendment highlighted the very real struggle that has resulted in 
any of the freedoms that I enjoy as a woman, and how these had been fought for through 
political campaigns. Watching and being a part of this campaign made me acutely aware 
that many people I have never met have fought for the many freedoms that I enjoy; these 
freedoms being the central axis of my life as a woman, a mother, and an artist. The fight 
for autonomy for all people is one that needs to be considered, as we experience migration 
in many forms, primarily political and environmental (Braidotti 2011; Butler 2005) . 
From the perspective of many, the political axis is shifting in many countries to more 
conservative structures, with the gradual erosion of rights becoming normalised. For 
example, we are witnessing how America is challenging women’s reproductive rights16 
and LGBTQ rights in the workplace.17 As Kate Gilmore, United Nations deputy high 
commissioner for human rights, said, “When the United States starts to sneeze under the 
force of the pneumonia of afactual, illegal, and ascientific policy, everybody starts to 
catch the same cold” (2019).  Following the recent US lead, many world governments 
have been inciting the electorate to close borders through the vilification of migrants 
(Braidotti 2011). Simultaneously, we are witnessing mass movements of climate action, 
spearheaded by young people across the globe. However, in the context of climate action, 
a coherent reaction requires us a species to act in unison to reduce our carbon emissions. 
Even someone isolated from society will feel the effects of climate and biodiversity loss. 
Therefore, it is also a time of sincere acknowledgment of our interdependence. The 
balance of our autonomy and the conditions of our dependency seem an important 
question of our time.  
The Kindness of Strangers was a response and a distillation of my experience of creating 
the first arts practice performance, The Autonomy Project. The experience of The 
Autonomy Project was, as all experiences are, multi-layered. On one level, it was 
exhilarating to work with so many people and create this vast sweeping response to the 
concept of the individual in society. On another, it was exhausting, made all the more so 
by the fact that I had given birth to my third child just months before the start date. The 
 
16 Currently, states like Ohio are focused on abortion bans that will limit when women can seek out 
abortions. This indicates a trend towards greater restrictions on women's reproductive rights in the 
future. 
17  Many LGBT rights in the United States have been legalized by the United States Supreme Court, but 





democratic structure that we adhered to meant lengthy negotiations, and the sheer volume 
of people involved meant continuous communication. 
On the whole, I was buoyed along by the energy that the numbers of people involved in 
the project brought to the work. I also experienced the weight of responsibility for so 
many people coming together for an overall vision that I had created. I would describe 
my role as a holding/supporting role, whereby I was on hand to answer questions and 
help where necessary, while also being the curator and lead artist. This experience of 
occupying such holding/supporting roles, was replicated across many of the interlinking 
systems of my life: work, family, artistic collaboration, and performance. Dr. Buffachi 
discussed, in his keynote address as part of the Art and Autonomy Conference (2018), 
that the opposite of autonomy could be considered not only as heteronomy, but 
dependency, and we should not see this as a negative, it is the very foundation of our 
humanity. The Autonomy Project was one of shared dependency, and the experience of 
bringing the piece together could only have occurred by all of the individuals involved 
pulling together. This idea of dependency as a condition of our very humanity struck me 
as the central emergent theme of both my experience and the data that emerged from the 
participants. The continuous struggle of our autonomy and dependency are not easy 
concepts to grapple with or understand the shared boundaries of apparent individuality 
(Butler 2009). Our need in any relationship goes both ways. Therefore, the idea emerged 
of creating a counterpoint to The Autonomy Project, of using Derrida’s (1971) concept of 
deconstruction to grapple with these concepts at a pluralistic level and exploring or 
inhabiting dependency began to take shape. 
4.3 Aims of The Kindness of Strangers 
• To create an equation of care and dependency with mathematician Prof. John 
McLoughlin  
• To perform a durational work on the streets, followed by a spontaneous 
performance in each of the four cities.  
• To create a 10 minute film of the durational performances.  
• To create and facilitate a workshop in each of the cities, in collaboration with 
Psychologist Dr. Neil Kenny exploring the equation of care and dependency.  








Image edit by Lisa McLoughlin18 
4.4 The Body of the Work 
The writing and design of this work are very different from the previous chapter, in that 
I have written only about myself performing and creating. I have challenged myself in 
both the making of this work and the writing of this chapter to attempt to trace my process 
accurately and the artistic decisions that I have made. I will lead the reader through the 
theory and design of the work, to thick descriptions of the work, as I interrogate my 
embryological and performative experiences.  
The following section will outline the philosophy underpinning this work, and then 
describe how I used these theories in the design and creation of the work.  In chapter two, 
I have outlined Derrida's (1971) concept of Deconstruction. Within this chapter, I will 
describe how I have used this within my artistic practice, within The Kindness of 
Strangers, in relation to the first performance, The Autonomy Project. When conceiving 
my second performance, I wanted to create a work that explored the inverse of the original 
ideas of my first piece. By exploring the opposite end of autonomy, I drew from Derrida's 
 





concept of deconstruction (1971), by first exploring autonomy from multiple perspectives 
before seeking to examine dependency from my perspective as an individual. The 
Autonomy Project involved 100 people, a large budget, three locations, large audiences, 
and multiple perspectives. By comparison, in The Kindness of Strangers, I was alone on 
the streets of four of Ireland's cities, with no audience, no venue, or spectacle (until the 
final performance), within a small budget.  
Deconstruction (Derrida 1971) is concerned not with the discovery of 'truth' or of 
extracting conclusions but instead places the questioning at the centre of the process. It is 
a process characterised by allowing uncertainty and foregrounding the nuanced nature of 
meaning: playing with the fluid quality that surrounds imagined fixed ideals, in this case, 
autonomy and dependency. As discussed in Chapter two, deconstruction (1971) is not a 
'method,' and it cannot be transformed into one (Derrida 1971). Instead, it is a process of 
interrogating meanings and meaning-making. Derrida applied deconstruction to 
dichotomies such as presence/absence, speaking/writing, man/woman, 
universal/particular, or absolute/relative (Derrida 1997). In this, Derrida demonstrated 
that such distinctions are never neutral. They are hierarchized such that one part of the 
opposition appears to be the lesser or subordinate part of the other. In his elaborations, 
Derrida (1971) explains that the dominating term (e.g., speech) is necessarily dependent 
upon its lesser counterpart (e.g., writing).  
Aporia (Derrida 1993)is central to Deconstruction, and rather than allow a state of 
confusion; it is the understanding of the nuanced nature of reality inherent within any 
concept. Derrida argues that every decision, every judgment presupposes a moment of 
undecidability, a pause to consider both aspects. Derrida's point is that without facing 
undecidability, there would be no decision and thus no responsibility at all. This would 
assume that every decision would be reducible to a mere application of rules or a purely 
arbitrary act.  
By examining two ends of human experience, autonomy, and dependency, the fluid 
nature of the theoretical structures exposes these concepts' permeability. Furthermore, it 
presents them, not only as ends of a scale, but interlinked in that one could not experience 
any autonomy without the need and support of those around you. Any autonomy we 





In Positions, Derrida (1971) explains how the first task of deconstruction is to expose the 
hierarchy of meaning. This is necessary to highlight the conflicting and subordinating 
structure of opposition, which emphasizes the dominance of one particular way of 
thinking over others. As Buffachi discussed,  
the concept of autonomy has a positive connotation: we think of autonomy as 
something good, and the opposite of autonomy as bad … I think it would be wrong 
to think of dependency as something bad, something to be avoided. Dependency 
is a feature of the human condition, so it isn't good or bad. It just is. And it would 
be wrong to think of dependency as an exceptional circumstance. Instead, 
dependency is a reminder of our intrinsic vulnerability, and it is this vulnerability 
that makes human interconnectedness intelligible. (Buffachi 2018, Keynote at the 
art and autonomy conference) 
 This point outlines our hierarchy of meaning, our positive associations with the idea of 
autonomy denoted as freedom and agency. Yet, as Buffachi discusses, dependency is a 
feature of the human condition. We are each permeable to one another and rely on those 
around us, whether or not we are aware of it or not. We rely on people paying their taxes, 
following rules where necessary, acting within the levels of agreement of what is and is 
not acceptable behaviour. So on the whole, people follow these agreements, so that when 
they are not followed it is noteworthy.  
This is where art plays a central role in our perception. The dominance of our familiar 
narratives regarding ourselves and our understanding of our world, and the other 
individuals we share it with, can affect our ability to explore new ideas or perceptions. 
As was seen in The Autonomy Project, art can be used as a shared space to explore the 
community's divergent understandings and shared performance spaces.  
Continuing with this deconstructivist lens, I explored the conditions of dependency within 
my own life. As outlined in chapter two, Fineman (2011) suggests that although we do 
not always see it, in complex modern societies, no one is self-sufficient.  She believes 
that, rather than being stigmatised, the concept of dependency should be reclaimed by 
both the cared for and the carers as the natural cycle of life. Caretakers currently subsidise 
society because both the state and the market are dependent on caretaking work, which 
they assume is the family’s problem. The family frees the market to act without 
dependency while enabling the government to assume that families provide for their 




The mothership Project19 revealed that 80% of women who responded to the survey said 
that becoming a mother had negatively impacted on their practice; 50% had seen a 
decrease in their income, and 89% said that making arts cost them money (see chapter 
two)  
 By opening our understanding to a broader view of society as interdependent, we can 
recognise that families are rearing taxpayers, voters, and the future of the species, rather 
than financial drains on the system. We need young people to be citizens that will fund 
tax-related activities, including eldercare, so this cyclical perspective serves society as a 
whole. The dominant and positive relationship to the concept of autonomy can negatively 
impact upon the idea of dependency. In deconstructionist terms, it exposes the hierarchy 
of meaning and shows how much of our societal construction is based upon this premise 
of autonomy (Fineman 2004).  
Exploring my situation, I wanted to explore dependency, both from the perspective of 
those who are dependent upon me, and those that I am dependent upon for support. I used 
Bronfenbrenner's' Ecological systems theory (1979) to explore human dependency, which 
I have outlined in detail in chapter two. This views individual development and 
experience as inherently nested within systems of support: an ecology. In other words, an 
individual's experience of their life cannot be divorced from the relationship from the core 
influences how they experience their lives and the choices they make. Bronfenbrenner 






Each system depends on the constellation of a person's life. Each of the methods is 
interrelated, creating options and sources of growth. As Arabino (1992) explains, the 
involvement of children in complex and varied settings offers rich possibilities for having 
 
19 The Mothership Project is a network of parenting artists in Ireland. We aim to support parenting artists 
in the development of their practice and to encourage arts organisations to make the art world a more 




to care for others and nurture relationships. This same principle holds for parents and 
other family members; we grow from these new opportunities (Piper 1996).  
 
Figure 8 Ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 1978) 
 
The Bronfenbrenner Ecological Model: Microsystem 
Bronfenbrenner's theory suggests that the microsystem is the smallest and most 
immediate environment surrounding the child or individual. The microsystem comprises 
of home/care setting, school or childcare, peer group, and community environment of the 
children. Interactions within the microsystem typically involve close personal 
relationships. As discussed with Piaget and Tajifel, these interactions have a significant 
implication on the development of the child and young adult. Possibly the most significant 
findings that Urie Bronfenbrenner uncovered in his study of ecological systems is that 




Parental reactions, teachers, and other caregivers are not consistent in their responses to 
children. Therefore the experience as it relates to the individual can be different.  
The Bronfenbrenner Ecological Model: Mesosystem 
The mesosystem links the different microsystems that children can find themselves in. 
This is a link to school and peer groups, community, and family.  According to Ecological 
Systems Theory, if a child's parents are more involved in the child's friendships, by, for 
example, inviting their child's friends to their house, this can have a positive effect on the 
child's sense of harmony in their worldview. An adverse reaction to friends can 
conversely have a disruption to the child's sense of safety in making decisions for 
themselves.  
 
The Bronfenbrenner Ecological Model: Ecosystem 
The ecosystem pertains to the links between two or more settings, which affect the child 
indirectly. These are things that do not interact with them daily but still affect their 
environment.  Such situations include the parents' workplace. The child may be inevitably 
affected if a parent is experiencing undue stress in their jobs.  
 
The Bronfenbrenner Ecological Model: Macrosystem 
The macrosystem is the culture and norms that surround the child. This also encompasses 
religions, cultural identity, and dominant beliefs that are fostered in relation to their 
family and community structures. Children in war-torn areas will experience this system 
with more negative clarity than those in more peaceful areas.  
The Bronfenbrenner Ecological Model: Chronosystem 
Bronfenbrenner's theory suggests that the chronosystem adds a useful dimension of time. 
The time that we live through has significant impacts on the child's life. The chronosystem 
may include changes in family structure, location, parents' employment status, and 





    Ecological Systems Theory originated in Urie Bronfenbrenner's work during the 1940s 
on childhood patterns and friendship (Bronfenbrenner, 1995).  Over several decades of 
work, the groundwork for Ecological Systems Theory was laid (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). 
"The ecological environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, each inside the 
next like a set of Russian dolls" (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  These systems have continued 
impacts on an individual's development across the individual's life span and not only on 
development but also on the supports and structures of the individual's life 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1999). Each system depends on the constellation of a person's life. Each 
of the methods is interrelated, creating options and sources of growth. The involvement 
of children in complex and varied settings offers rich possibilities for having to care and 
nurturing relationships.  
By attempting to create a map of the dependants in my life while also exploring the people 
I depend upon for support, I wanted to create something clean out of the chaos of the 
cartography of my life. By exploring dependency as a condition of the ecology of our 
lives, we can move away from the idea of the individualistic society into a plural 
individualism (artist participant TAP).  Our interdependency is at the core of our human 
experience. We are an interconnected framework that can be seen from the perspective 
of the lifespan: beginning in life utterly dependent on those around us and often ending a 
life in similar circumstances. The capital and value given to individualism can undermine 
the need within us all and undervalue the roles of caring within society. Those tasked with 
caring for children and the sick are often the lowest paid20. This shows how we, as a 
society, value care. As Cavararo (2013, p. 181) explains,  
Invulnerability, or what is now the liberal individualist model of the independent 
self, is a 'mirage…. 'invention,' which ensures both that care is undervalued and 
necessarily concealed (outsourced to people of lower social status and especially 
women).  
In the following section, I will outline how I have used these theories to create and design 








4.5 Creation and Performance of the Project  
The Kindness of Strangers was funded by The Arts Council of Ireland and commissioned 
by Live Collision, festival of Live art, in the Project Arts Centre, Dublin.  
This project had three interconnected outputs:  
• Durational performances in four cities in Ireland  
• Film of the above work 
• Theatre solo commissioned by Live Collision, festival of Live Art 2019.  
In the following section, I will outline how I created and designed the performances and 
the ideas underpinning those creations. I have used deconstruction (Derrida 1971) and 
Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner 1978) as useful tools in examining the 
questions of dependency in my life. In both cases, I have taken “artistic license” with the 
theories and used them as the groundwork for a more in-depth examination. As discussed 
previously, I wanted to use the concept of deconstruction to examine the opposite ends 
of autonomy and explore the networks of care and support within the cartography of my 
own life. To create a measure of distance in the mapping of the supports that I give and 
the support that I received, I decided to develop a mathematical framework to quantify 
this experience. I also made the decision that I would perform on the streets of Ireland, 
only later did I decide to present the work in a solo format in a theatre. Thinking about 
the opposite end of the scale, The Autonomy Project had a large budget, many 
performances and 100 participants, so, to go to the other end of the size required stripping 
back these things. I played with many variations of the idea, but ultimately I wanted to 
create something whereby I had to rely on people I did not know. The concept of walking 
arm in arm with strangers was a way of gently relying on people. The idea was that I 
would carry a set amount of weight on my back; this had to be a heavy and challenging 
task. Then to move forward, I had to ask a certain number of people to walk with me 
before I could put the backpack down.  The following section will outline this in greater 
detail.  
4.5.1 Equation of care and dependency  
When deciding how to explore this concept of care and dependency in my life, I decided 
to create a model for studying this. Thus, the idea of developing a mathematical equation 




when discussing our experience. Using ecological systems theory, I was able to 
interrogate how the different systems impact and support my life. I approached my 
cousin, who is a math professor from the University of New Brunswick, Canada, and 
asked if he would be willing to work with me on this idea, pending funding. Prof. 
McLoughlin is a mathematician with an interest in human stories and the intersection of 
math and qualitative research.  We were successful in securing funding, so we began to 
collaborate on the idea of an equation of care and dependency via Skype calls. My initial 
plan was to create a scale of dependency across the lifespan of an individual. This would 
form the baseline from which we would work. We would have variants for health and 
financial security, and all aspects would be balanced on this, similar to an actuary’s scale 
of risk (Zinger 2004). This equation would result in physical weight, that I would wear 
upon my back, in the form of soil and open pollinators21 from Seedsavers22, a local seed 
bank near where I live. I wanted to use open pollinators as these support local 
biodiversity. Prof McLaughlin worked on this template for several weeks, interviewing 
friends and colleagues, to gauge their reactions to his concept. In the end, he decided that 
several issues were involved in quantifying another’s experience based on their age or 
status. He created a subjective and entirely self-directed equation that would create the 
eventual weight that I would carry.  We agreed that the equation was a snapshot in time. 
The subject had to consider each aspect only in relation to a single day. Therefore, it 
would potentially change each day. Each aspect was on a grading scale from one to ten; 
1 being very easy, to 10 being very challenging. I then specified, what the maximum I 
could carry on my back for four hours straight. This being a metaphor for the most 
responsibility we are capable of carrying in our lives. Then, the equation worked 
backwards from this. In my case, the most I could carry for four hours, was 20kg.  
The final equation reflected a relationship between the three factors of physical, 
emotional, and intangible support.  
• Physical - daily work of care of family, community, neighbours, environment.  
• Emotional - the emotional burden of care for those around you  
 
21 "Open pollinated" generally refers to seeds that will "breed true". When the plants of an open-
pollinated variety self-pollinate, or are pollinated by another representative of the same variety, the 
resulting seeds will produce plants roughly identical to their parents. 
22Irish Seed Savers association maintains Ireland’s public seed bank with over 600 non-commercially 





• Intangible - your baseline of emotional support that you feel from those around 
you and the emotional resilience you feel today.  
I asked Prof McLaughlin to write an autoethnographic account of his experience of 
creating this equation. Below, is his account:  
Brainstorming led me to list numerous factors that could contribute to the weight 
one carries metaphorically. Upon listing factors it was evident that some carry 
more significance than others. Playing with ideas reinforced a few realities, 
namely, that the list of factors could be unlimited and any weighting of them is 
merely a best attempt. The spirit guiding my work throughout the process 
remained paramount to the experience as a collaborator in this project. I 
continually reminded myself that this is one person’s attempt to develop a 
mathematical representation and it should not be taken as being “right”, in 
contrast to the clarity desired by the quantification. Rather the clarity would be 
realized through the ability to simply represent such complexity as a numerical 
value. The human element and the place of error in any measure need to be 
acknowledged, as does the potential for improvements or alternatives to the model 
itself. Those less engaged in the discipline of mathematics may be surprised to 
learn that the experience of working with this challenge better reflects the work 
of the mathematician than commonly held perceptions. Furthermore the freedom 
to not be so exact actually enabled creativity to emerge.  
Essentially I was being called upon to be a mathematical performer taking the 
skills and experiences of my extensive history in this field to a new place. Not 
unlike Lisa, the task at hand was placing me in uncomfortable terrains. I like to 
think of the “-ings” as active processes — conjecturing, playing, revisiting, 
brainstorming, (re)configuring, and all within a context of problem solving. 
Returning to the question at hand with respect to finding a weight, I came to 
realize that the number of factors was excessive and the scope too broad. Hence, 
it was necessary to re-examine the situation. I thought here is an example where 
less is more.  
A determination was made to establish two categories that are referred to as 
caring concerns and emotional concerns. Caring concerns encompass those 
things that need doing such as providing meals, getting children to school, 
attending to appointments, meeting work duties and the like. Emotional concerns 
refer to things that affect us in a less predictable or controllable manner. 
Examples would include health concerns for family members such as aging 
parents or worries about the safety of loved ones or issues relating to personal 
dynamics within relationships or communities.  
These two broad areas of concern are central to the calculation of the weight. 
However, two qualities seemed lacking in this simplification. First, it was clear to 
me that two individuals would see the balance of the caring versus emotional 
concerns in different ways. Hence, there was a need for weighting of these two 
concerns. Second, I could imagine the weights and values being similar for two 
people while in reality one of them would be worn to the ground and the other 
not. Why? Their communities of support would be so strong or so absent that 




third piece is referred to as intangibles. For instance, it feels very different to 
know that if a break is needed there is someone ready to step in to help out as 
compared to others who feels that if they fall then everything falls as they are that 
last rock so to speak. The intangibles enables the inclusion of one’s spirit whether 
broken or energetic, inspired or discouraged.  
How would I handle these three pieces? Initially they were integrated into a single 
measure that would be evaluated using respective weights. This was 
unsatisfactory to me as playing with different scenarios did not seem to reflect the 
intentions of including this intangible piece. Splitting the relative weights amongst 
the three categories also did not seem appropriate. Hence, the model was revised 
to incorporate the three pieces with intangibles suitably being separated from the 
primary concerns. An attempt to summarize the calculation is offered here with 
Lisa as an example. Keep in mind that this reflects a value at a specific time. For 
the purpose of the project we agreed that one value would be used throughout the 
work as Lisa’s value.  
Begin with the caring concerns. Consider the caring concerns. Imagine 10 as the 
capacity for one’s caring concerns, as if 10 is the most one could handle. On a 
scale from 1 to 10, Lisa gave a score of 8 to reflect her score for caring concerns. 
Similarly there was a score from 1 to 10 assigned for emotional concerns, and in 
Lisa’s case this was 6.5. If the emotional and caring concerns were equally 
significant in terms of the relative energy being given to them in one’s life at that 
time then the average of them would be the score out of 10. In fact, this is not often 
the case. Lisa weighted the caring concerns as being 75% and the emotional 
concerns 25%, thus, giving a score out of 10 equivalent to 8 x 0.75 + 6.5 x 0.25, 
or 7.625. Now we must return to a point mentioned earlier concerning a maximum 
weight that can be carried by a person. Lisa identified 20 kg as that maximum, 
and hence the score was doubled to provide a score out of 20. Rounded to the 
nearest tenth, the result from Lisa’s snapshot in time was 15.3.  
The final element of the weight calculation produced no change for Lisa, though 
it generally would result in some adjustment. This is the intangible piece. The 
intangibles were factored in by inviting Lisa to increase or decrease as much as 
5 from the score to reflect the lightness or heaviness she was feeling at this time 
in terms of that intangible spirit. In fact, Lisa said it balanced out and left the 
value of 15.3 unchanged. (I note that when this calculation was done with others 
it was modified in each case upwards or downwards.)  
In summary, the equation could be represented mathematically as follows:  
k = (pc + qe) x f + i  
where k is the physical weight in kg, c is the score for caring concerns, e is the 
score for emotional concerns, and p + q = 1 with these values representing the 
respective weights for the energy being directed toward each. Finally, f = 
maximum safe physical weight / 10, and i represents the adjustment ranging from 
-5 to +5 for the intangible element.  




The resulting weight that emerged from this equation of my “snapshot in time” was 
15.3KGs. I wanted to balance this equation by walking with three times this number of 
people, which was 45.9 (rounded off to 46). Coincidentally, this is the number of 
chromosomes in a cell (23 pairs). Also, coincidentally, before this number had been 
established, I had been working in the studio on the movement aspect to this work. This 
is outlined in further detail in the following section. I had decided that I would contain 
the movement into a circle of soil, the width of my own dimensions. I was working with 
the filmmaker on creating the idea of a petri dish, which would show the cell division in 
Mitosis and that this would be the opening for the movement performance. The accidental 
parallels that happen within the creation of any work are something well documented by 
many artists (Bannerman 2011). 
From the political to the personal, I drew this back to my body, as I sought to explore 
who am I dependent upon and who is dependent on me. By creating an equation that 
resulted in a physical weight, I enacted this carrying as a tangible representation to all 
that I carry and all the supports that I have in my life. By carrying this weight in soil and 
open access pollinator seeds, I aimed to carry an element that we all share, the soil under 
our feet. Going on to the streets and asking strangers to walk with me, arm in arm, for no 
other reason than that I have asked, was a way of placing myself at the mercy of The 
Kindness Of Strangers. I was unable to move unless someone walked with me and this 
act of dependency, coupled by the weight was a humbling and, at times, very heart-
warming experience.  
In the development of this concept, I worked with a number of possibilities in how I 
would carry the weight. I gathered objects from my house and attempted to carry them. 
The difficulty of carrying them was physically interesting, and this was a technique we 
then used for the accompanying workshop format, designed with Psychologist Dr. Neil 
Kenny. However, it would prevent people being able to walk with me and would create 
a more obvious performative visual message, which I did not want. I wanted to be just an 
individual on the street and not make the performative aspect obvious to the viewer. I 
initially began training for the piece by carrying sandbags up the hill where I live to 
strengthen my back for the task. As the equation was being designed, I did not know what 
the value of the weight would be, so I began training with 40 kgs. Unfortunately, this 
injured me, as my back was still in recovery from my third child’s birth, and I had to 




decided that he would work the equation backward from the maximum that I could carry 
for four hours (the longest expected time the task would take).   
4.5.2. Creating the movement for Live Collision and street performance 
When I initially decided to create The Kindness of Strangers, I had not intended on having 
a theatre performance, just a showing of the film of me moving through the various cities 
created by filmmaker, Jason Byrne, and the four durational performances. These 
performances included walking with 46 people, then performing a movement solo 
wherever the last person left me. This usually took 2-4 hours.  However, my producer, 
Lynette Moran, encouraged me to create a longer response to the experience, and so I 
began to work on this final solo performance to take place in Project Arts Centre, after 
the four durational performances were created. Much of the material for the solo was 
distilled from embryological states and moments that I felt were significant in my practice 
and were used in both the street and theatre performances. I worked on this alone, in my 
small attic room above my house. This studio space allowed me freedom to work on this 
piece without having to leave the house and this was a significantly positive experience 
for me. As I was able to work in my own timeframe around my children’s schedules. In 
each of the street performances, I had a loose structure and map for the durational 
performances. For the solo at Project Arts Centre, I expanded this to a 30 minute work, 
10 for the film and 20 for me alone. To ensure continuity between the two pieces, I used 
a lot of the same material that I used in The Body Autonomous, performed by Isabella 
Oberländer as part of The Autonomy Project. As I have outlined above, I had decided that 
I wanted the work to be within a petri dish, that would have the zygote and splitting of 
the cells projected within. I decided to use exact measurement to create a “Vitruvian man” 
of my own dimensions, and then use the 15.3KGs of soil to create the circle. The logistics 
of filling my studio with soil was something I didn’t do until the week before the 
performance and below is an image of my studio complete with bassinette and laundry 





Photo of my studio when creating The Kindness of Strangers 
 
The following writings are my ethnographic journals of significant moments that arose 
during embryological improvisations. These moments formed the basis of the movement 
for the solos and some of them were also used in The Autonomy Project. These moments 
were visceral and deep somatic experiences whereby I write in the present tense, 
attempting to recreate in words the experiences that I had gone through. The ideas for The 
Autonomy Project, emerged from the study of Embryology, as discussed in chapter one. 
These explorations struck me as one of having my needs met, therefore this was 
something I experienced as the idea of autonomy. Within embryological somatic 
experiences, my nervous system is in an altered state, one that I only experience with 




I decided to take the moments that stood out to me as “significant” moments within these 
somatic explorations. The study of Embryology is described by Joan Davis as:  
the experiential study of the journey we all make from conception to being 
born and the process we undergo in between those two significant events. 
Developmental Movement Patterns are the patterns which teach us about the 
origins of our movement and our ways of being in the world. We study the 
forces that have formed our bodies and the type of movements that we would 
have made whilst in the womb.  They offer basic movement awareness skills 
that are not technique oriented. The reflexes are like the letters that make up 
the building blocks for the phrases and sentences of our activities. As a whole, 
the reflexes and developmental movement patterns establish a base for our 
perceptual relationships (including body image and spatial orientation), 
learning and communication) (Joan Davis 2007, p. 6)   
I decided to create an improvised structure, rather than choreographed material. The need 
to foreground my experience of sensation rather than be bound to choreography was 
something I played with over the research period. What I discovered was that the more I 
rehearsed the material, the more that I rested on choreographic patterning and the final 
solo ended up being a loosely choreographed structure. The differentiation that I would 
make between how I had previously performed and this solo, was that I allowed room for 
myself within the performance to rest and take time to see how I was feeling; to pull back 
from my need to perform or impress and allow the structure just to rest as it was.  
The significant moments I chose from my somatic explorations were: 
• Autonomy - experienced as: vibration, cells splitting, standing embryo, 
movement imperatives, autonomous body, needs being met, head to heart, heart 
to head. These each had emerged from embryological explorations. The rest of 
the significant moments came from knitting my explorations of iautonomy and 
dependency, these were from improvisations that I did alone in my studio.  
• Dependency - experienced as: holding the world in my belly, soil belly angry 
woman, traces of walking with 184 people, reaching out, little prince moving 
slowly towards the fox, My cells touch your cells. Alongside this, I used a very 
basic Laban movement map23 to create the directions of the work and mostly 
stayed with this structure, particularly within the street performances.  
 
23 Laban Movement map indicates the shapes of the direction of the movement. The "direction symbol" 
indicates the orientation of a line between the proximal and distal points of a body part or a limb. That 




Below are excerpts from my journals of these “significant moments” that formed the basis 
of the work.  
The first one was Needs being met and this was a very significant moment for me, as in 
this moment of deepest dependency (in the womb), the idea of the autonomous body came 
to me; that when our needs are met, we can experience pockets of autonomy.  
4.5.3 Needs being met 
I lie on my belly, yoke sac (in the form of a small Pilates ball) in the front and 
fluid at the back Joan (Davis) holds a large warm water bag to my back. I move 
into it, yielding at the front, finding support in the fluid. Then I feel the imperative 
to move and I feel the desire to arch strongly backwards. I find one long movement 
upwards and I feel such a sense of achievement and then I take it further. This 
feeling of support and having my needs being met give me this feeling of being in 
the womb of safety and warmth. My back opens and that earlier coldness melting, 
I can really feel my back and this support. I hug the yolk sac at the front having 
needs both front and back being met. I want to make sounds and I think of the 
middle space and I feel the vibration of the sounds angling diagonally across my 
body. Humming awareness into to the fluid surfaces and my breath deepens. I lie 
on my side and feel as though I am suffocating then shift on to my back suspended 
on the water bag Joan asks me to name the sensation: “marshmallow” is the best 
I can think of but it is warm melting marshmallow and I don’t want to talk. My 
back spreads out in the warmth and my breath deepens. The tension in my QL’s24 
softening and shoulders beginning to ease. I sit up away from the warmth and feel 
the residue of this experience of “needs being met” and so grateful for this time 
in the hands of such an experienced master. 
This moment of vibration was at the beginning of the solo, and in a sense came from the 
idea of the single cell zygote, vibrating into being and into two cells. This was another 
“moment” that fuelled this exploration as the idea that only once in our existence where 
we a singular entity.  
 
4.5.4 Vibration 
We begin in the fluids and I feel the movement starting to find the wave of the 
breath. The breath then helped me, as usual, to enter the movement. I hear the 
vibration humming through me. I start humming and it felt musty, like old pipes. 
Each note not sounding like the note I had intended. Then after a while I start to 
make more fluid sounds and sense. I start to feel the vibration through my body 
 
24 The quadratus lumborum (QL) is your deepest abdominal muscle. It's found in your lower back, 
between the top of your pelvis and your lowest rib. The QL supports good posture and helps stabilize 





as I hum and make sounds. I vibrate my body back into life, shaking, humming, 
shaking again. A wave of anger floods through me. I feel a huge frustration crash 
over me, and it came out in a roar and a rush of sound and movement together. I 
am furious. Rage, rage building.  This breaks me through a wall of some sort, and 
I could more clearly hear and sense the vibration. I can hear pure streams of 
sound now, humming though me on the other side of this rage. My heart made a 
sound and my hands fluttered like birds and I feel this pure heartedness and 
lightness followed by grit and grunt and shadow, then back to lightness again. I 
see an image in my mind’s eye of an eagle pouring over my left side and I swoop 
onto my belly and the dance begins to fade away and the sound takes over. I feel 
I am singing my body into being as though my legs and arms are hollow and need 
to have sound poured through them. I feel a wave of emotion and I let it come and 
go as I continue to sing my song to my body. It feels like an imperative. Like I 
needed to sing into my bones and sing myself back into my body. My hollow legs 
and arms start to fill with the sound, I feel full of warm sound. I know it sounds 
very dramatic but there you go! 
Movement imperatives was another “moment” that I used in both pieces. This differs 
from movement “impulses” which I was used to from improvisation more generally, but 
this was very different from that. In the following piece of writing, I try to form the words 
for this experience.  
4.5.5 Movement imperatives 
I feel grateful for this time and suspended space. Thinking of how the lungs are 
formed in movement, the flow of the blood vessels and a very primitive wave of 
suction and depression creates the organ that becomes the lungs. That the form 
follows the function. What an amazing thing, that the body is formed by movement. 
 The baby radiates from its centre like a starfish connected to the umbilical cord 
all movement and life radiating from this centre point. Everything is fluid, even 
the bones. We look at a magnified image of the bones and they are wet. I am fluid. 
Two layers of cells become three layers and the middle layer of cells become the 
baby. I find my way to the top of my head down to my legs into the deeper places 
of my organs. I look for the “movement imperatives” in my body and wait listening 
until they come. First comes the impulse, and like a first wave I don’t jump on, I 
wait for the impulse to pass. I wait for a deeper need to move. Slowly I hear it 
rumbling and then they come fast and strong and I am driven in spirals to the side 
following an urgent motion from the crown of my head on to my side curled up 
then back upwards and spiral around clear strong directions needing to be 
repeated over and over to the right and less to the left. I follow my head, eyes shut, 
right temporal bone leading the path of the spiral. A feeling of deep achievement 
and full blooded need, with no second guessing. I feel like a dolphin, not 
questioning myself but in full flow of movement, fully inhabiting my body with 
vibrancy. Afterwards we discuss the movement and I am excited by these 
movement “imperatives” and the force of them. “Life at its most fundamental is 
dynamic even among sedentary organisms, such as coral or a tree, motion 




The autonomous body was a moment of reclaiming, of attempting to feel what full 
ownership felt like. In a sense, this is a “moment” that I have tried and failed to recreate, 
but continues to be a source of inspiration for me within my work.  
4.5.6 The autonomous body 
To take my OWN time. I start to come to sitting taking as long as I feel I want to I 
feel the muscularity of my body the strength that is there. I remember a male 
dancer who always seems to have all the time in the world. This makes him 
wonderful to watch and I wonder what it would feel like to feel that sense of time. 
Of ones’ own damn time. I feel the need to raise my right arm and have a profound 
sense of ownership and having achieved something, but I’ve really only lifted my 
arm, but I took my own time to do it.  
My head drops and I have the feeling of falling inside vast space. I see tiny circles 
of blue spiralling into what seems like deep space that I cannot see the end of. 
Joan asks me to describe the sensation, she then asks me to feel the container of 
my body and I feel as though I am enormous, like a giant woman and the very 
gradually I begin to shrink to my normal size, holding deep space and the edges 
simultaneously. I feel the two scales at once, of infinite space and it takes all my 
concentration to hold these two aspects of scale at the same time. I vacillate 
between the two worlds then hold the container in sharper focus as I begin to 
come back to the room. I don’t want to be a Lisa sized woman, I liked deep space 
Lisa. But then I am back fully into my body as it is or how I am used to feeling it. 
I smile a deep smile and my fingers find the end of the dance” 
Finding the resources in my body is something Davis talks about a lot and it is this that 
also informed the idea of the supports that surround the individual in the constellation of 
their lives. The idea that my body is my support that I can find more supports within my 
physical form was for me a hugely empowering concept.  
4.5.7 Resources 
My spine feels ancient, not in a painful way but in an empowering way. I start to 
feel the large lumbar vertebra, the small cervical and I feel this old wisdom of 
millions of years evolution that creates such an amazing mobile pillar of stability 
and motion.  I play with this image in movement. The deep resources of my body, 
the evolution that connects me to my ancestors and to all life.  
My head to my heart, heart to head, we discussed before we started how in 
formation the heart and head are fused and then the embryo begins to grow the 
head away from the heart. I’m on my side, head stuck to heart, I feel the pull away 
and start to reach my head away from my chest, all the time feeling the pull in 
both directions, wanting to return but the desire to move away being the stronger 
of the two. Head feels cold and reaching. I try to stay away from the poetic 
connotations of head and heart, but I fail and rest back into my chest thinking how 
nice it feels when they are close. I repeat the journey forward and back a few 




The following are the formation of the solo that supplemented the previous moments. 
These were improvisations I undertook in my studio, developing the previous ideas or 
moments. These moments were used in both the street solos and the theatre solo. These 
followed hour-long somatic explorations in one or two of the systems from Body Mind 
Centering (BMC) as designed by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohan.  
4.5.8 Soil belly/holding the world in my belly/ angry woman 
I gather up the soil from the circle, I want to put it on me, want to cover myself in 
it. The soil is too dry as its been on the studio floor for a week. I pour it in my hair 
and begins to fall down my top. I love that I have a small pregnant belly full of 
soil. I keep filling it up and try to get all of the 15.3kg into my top. I put it down 
my back creating a back lump carrying as much as I can. I love the image. My 
lumpy soil belly and back. I carry and feel what it’s like to feel the weight of the 
world on my back and reminds me of the fullness and the power my body felt 
carrying each of my three babies. The more I carry the more I begin to think of 
all that I carry, of what women all over the world carry. I think about these surges 
of anger that arise when I feel unsupported and overwhelmed, the feeling of loss 
of self. I start to move, a disco dance of anger and boiling rage. I channel it 
towards imaginary notions of patriarchal society. All the exhausted mothers I 
know, and I dance and rage for them and me. I start to whip my hair into a spiral, 
the feeling of overwhelm, of sitting in a darkened room breastfeeding, of just 
wanting to sleep. I let the anger fall as it does after it has been vented, usually 
with a layer of shame of not being able to “do it all”.  
As I leave my soil circle I begin to push the soil towards the audience. Making 
breaks in my cell structure. I reach beyond myself in my awkward reach towards 
other people. I suppose I seem quite extroverted when you meet me, but it takes a 
long time for me to trust and I believe that we are all a little more like this story 
than we think:  
The little prince. "I am looking for friends. What does that mean--'tame'?" 
"It is an act too often neglected," said the fox. It means to establish ties." 
"'To establish ties'?" 
"Just that," said the fox. "To me, you are still nothing more than a little boy who 
is just like a hundred thousand other little boys. And I have no need of you. And 
you, on your part, have no need of me. To you, I am nothing more than a fox like 
a hundred thousand other foxes. But if you tame me, then we shall need each other. 
To me, you will be unique in all the world. To you, I shall be unique in all the 
world . . ." 
"I am beginning to understand," said the little prince. "There is a flower . . . I 
think that she has tamed me . . ." 
These explorations of embryology and BMC have been foundational to the work that I 




I have been able to tap into material that has felt “new” to me. Thus moving away from 
movement habits and frames of reference that, in my opinion, created work that was 
derivative of other work that I had been involved in or systems that I had trained in. In 
saying that, all of my movement is part of the complex web of my previous experience, I 
am not claiming that anything that I created is original. However, for me as an authoring 
artist, these improvisations created space and new pathways for me to create within.  
 
 











4.6 Autoethnographic Findings  
  
 
Durational street performance Photo by Shane Vaughan. 
 
In each of the towns that we performed in, myself and Dr. Neil Kenny25 facilitated 
workshops exploring the themes of dependency and ecological systems theory. These 
workshops were well attended and were very informative to the work, however they did 
not form part of the data collection so as not to over extend the scope of the research. I 
began my walking performance in Galway city on the west coast of Ireland. Galway is a 
bright, vibrant, artistic town that attracts many tourists from all over the world. I thought, 
with its reputation of friendliness it would be a good starting point for the performances. 
For this work there were three people including myself on the streets. I had a friend asking 
 
25 Dr. Neil Kenny is a psychologist and Lecturer in Dublin City University. We have collaborated on a 
number of projects including Moved to Dance as part of my MA thesis. We co-designed the workshop 
format for TKOS to include BMC and ecological system theory across two hours and this was 




people for permission to use their images in the film after they had walked with me, and 
filmmaker Jason Byrne there to record the full four days of performances. In keeping with 
the “post control curation” concept from The Autonomy Project, I left the cinematic 
decisions up to Byrne. I had a Go-Pro camera attached to my backpack. We had thought 
that having the two angles would enhance the end result, however in the end this footage 
was too low quality in relation to the other camera. I also had a microphone attached to 
me and was able to listen back to each of the performances and some of this was used in 
the final sound edit by composer, Adam Gibney.  
4.6.1 Galway  
I began the practical element of the project in Eyre’s square in the Centre of 
Galway city. I chose to start in Galway, believing it would be an easy place to 
start and in many ways I was right. Dr. Neil Kenny (Dublin City University, 
Psychology and special education, Assistant Professor) and I gave a workshop in 
the morning and I really enjoyed the group who were open and curious to the 
ideas we presented. We made a good team. Sharing the process with people has 
given me some courage to my convictions 46 bags lovingly prepared with exactly. 
0.33kgs of soil with seed from Seedsavers.  I wrote a note on each one to say thank 
you  
Jason set up the GoPro camera and I put the bag on, its heavy. Off we head to 
Eyre’s Square. I move away from Neil and Jason to get myself into the zone and 
to prepare for the task ahead. The first man I approach looks at me curiously and 
is embarrassed to walk with someone he doesn’t know but it was a good start, we 
get chatting and things can move now. He walks me to the top of Shop Street, 
clearly hoping to get away from me as soon as possible. As I see the sea of people, 
I am nervous and uncomfortable beginning to understand the task that I have set 
myself. I have decided to say as little as possible only “excuse me, can you help 
me”, when they ask why I can only say “because today I am relying on The 
Kindness Of Strangers”.  I ask people to stop but most pretend not to hear me. 
One young man walks me to the middle of the street, he is clearly concerned for 
me. The script I have decided on makes the interaction slightly false, so I feel bad 
for him as he was clearly concerned asking was I ok and why did I need his help. 
I felt uncomfortable with his sympathy but didn’t allow myself deviate away from 
the script. For the first two people I didn’t try to give them the bags of soil, but 
with the third person I did. They really didn’t want to take the soil no matter how 
hard I tried to convince them that the bags were 100% compostable and could be 
left out in the garden and would decompose within two weeks. In fact, only one of 
the 46 people I walked with today took the bags. These became a problem. The 
idea behind the bags of soil would be a two-way kindness, that they would walk 
with me and then I would give them a gift in return. This gift was also a gift to the 
earth as they are open access pollinators from Seedsavers, a local seed bank that 












Weighing the bags of soil for The Kindness of Strangers. 
After walking with 25 people, I decided to go to the farmers market off shop street. 
This was a brilliant moment as all of the vendors were excited about getting the 
wildflower seeds and all of them knew about the work that Seedsavers do and 
treated the bags like the gifts they were intended to be. I became known as the 
“seed lady” which was hilarious and nearly all of the bags got taken away. 
Although this was a lovely shared moment, it also became problematic, with most 
of the weight gone from the backpack, there was no real struggle, so I had no real 
need. It meant that the task began to feel meaningless. I then met this woman, who 
clearly wanted to talk to someone, but kept asking was I a Scientologist. She told 
me of how only the week before she nearly died at her son’s wedding from choking 
but was saved by one of the waiting staff. She had stopped breathing so long she 




darkness. We discussed how this felt for her. In her own words she said “it’s made 
me realise that this is it, this is all we have, so kindness is the most important thing 
we have”. By two hours into the experiment, and I was exhausted. I still had 
another 15 people to walk with but I was sick of it and sick of asking people. I got 
through the final 15 in another hour and we made our way back to Eyre’s Square. 
The final two people I asked wanted to know would they be in a film, I told them 
they could if they wanted to be and where and when it was on. They were such fun 
and flanked me either side and we sashayed towards the camera. 
 From there, I emptied the remainder of the seed bags into the flowerbeds and 
then dropped my backpack and pulled my hood over my head. This was the 
moment I had been most nervous about, about performing in public. What I hadn’t 
in any way expected was to feel absolute relief. The relief of being able to come 
back into my sensorial system and block out all around me, the relief of not having 
to plead with people to walk with me, the relief of moving after carrying the 
backpack for three hours. It was exhilarating. I fully inhabited my body, allowing 
it to move away from the choreographic structure I had designed and enjoy the 
freedom. It was a shrugging off of the weight, metaphorical and physical, and 









In Belfast I decided to change the task to ensure the weight stayed even and the 
task required more physical effort. For this performance I decided that I could 
not walk unless someone was walking with me, arm in arm. I started at the Town 
Hall and placed the backpack on my back, GoPro in place. For some reason the 
weight felt heavier today. The first person I asked said yes and off I set. I also 
decided to change the script in order to be less duplicitous with the people I 
walked with. I immediately told them that I was doing an experiment on asking 
for help and seeing how many people would help me in different cities around 
Ireland. The clarity of the task changed the performance in many ways. It became 
more of a practical experiment. I felt more at ease with asking people to help me 
and the interactions felt clearer with people. Carrying the weight continuously 
and not being able to move meant that at times my legs began to shake with the 
effort. Knowing that the weight would not be decreasing incentivised me to ask 
more people and this performance took 1 hour 15, in contrast to the previous in 
Galway, which took just over 3 hours. Also, in contrast to the last performance, 
nearly everyone I asked said “yes”, I had about 10 rejections over the time, which 
was a vast difference. As the experiment had changed so much, I cannot say 
whether or not it was due to the clarity of the task, or had gotten better at asking, 
or whether people in Belfast were a lot more willing to help. With too many 
variables I can make no conclusions, however the task was much less challenging 
mentally, although it was more challenging physically. Being a city that 
historically has had so many social issues during the “Troubles” 26, I was worried 
that being from Southern Ireland wearing a backpack, would be more of a 
challenge. Instead I had a day filled with wonderful conversations with warm and 
generous people. I covered a lot less ground and moved only about half a mile 
during the hour. I ended back where I began at the town hall. As I had been 
carrying the weight continuously, dropping the backpack was like that exercise, 
where someone pushes down on your arm for an extended period only to release 
it, and then it feels as though it is floating. I had the same floating sensation, as 
though gravity had gotten lighter. Again, this meant that I changed the 
choreography slightly to really allow my sensorial system to enjoy this feeling. I 
kept to the same general structure so that when the film maker was editing the 
footage there would be a continuity. When we finished, I had a feeling of elation 
and completion having walked with 46 people and there was a warmth to the 
interactions that I didn’t have in the previous performance. I checked my phone 
and while I had been dancing outside the Town Hall, my aunt, who had been very 
ill had just passed away. I like to think that it was a unknowing homage to a 
wonderful lady.  
 
4.6.3 Limerick 
This performance was different to the previous two. Immediately I began to meet 
people I knew, and this changed my focus with the task. I didn’t walk with them, 
but they would stop to chat, so this was a much less solitary experience. I made 
my way quite slowly through Limerick as most people did not stop, assuming I am 
asking for money or collecting money for a charity. Again, as I was not moving 
 
26 "The Troubles" refers to the three-decade conflict between nationalists (mainly self-identified as Irish 
or Roman Catholic) and unionists (mainly self-identified as British or Protestant). The word "troubles" 




progress was slow. I had some very wonderful conversations with people 
throughout the day, one of them was with a couple who had a baby, discussing 
the trials of asking for help as a parent. Although it was slow progress, I had more 
discussions with people regarding kindness and asking for help, one English man 
suggesting it was a cultural phenomenon, that Irish people are particularly bad 
at asking for help. One man I spoke to, spoke of the isolation he felt as an older 
man in a digital world. It was not a world he inhabits and talking to strangers has 
become less common. He didn’t know if this was a feature of getting older or was 
it a change in society we are we become more used to connecting with people 
online and face to face interaction become less frequent. As this man was number 
44 (the second last of the day) I decided to stay and have a good chat with him. 
He told me about growing up during the second world war in County Limerick 
and the sense of community that he missed like an ache. He never married nor 
had children, and this he bitterly regretted as he thought children would have 
helped him understand this new world.  
Finally, I walked with two more people and ended beside the statue of Brian Boru, 
letting the backpack pour over my head as I have done in each of the cities. As 
this was a more sociable performance I stuck very closely to the choreographic 
structure, and I didn’t get as lost in the moment as I did on the previous two. 
Again, the fear of performing on the streets had completely disappeared. The task 
of asking so many people for help inoculated me to the fear of judgement and by 















4.6.4 Cork  
 
Cork. Photo by Jason Byrne 
This is the only performance where I haven’t taught a workshop in the morning. 
This means the day’s focus is very clear. I begin in the back streets of Cork and 
this proves to be a challenge. It takes me 20 minutes to get started, which has 
never happened before. Finally, I am off and it seems my luck has turned. The 
second person I walk with is an older gentleman, with a dog. He is the 
quintessential Irish man and begins to sing an old song about kindness (we sample 
this for the final production). Then I hit an impasse and again nobody will walk 
with me for about 15 minutes. Finally, my luck changes but this has been the most 
challenging city to date. I ask and ask and get ignored mostly. I cheated a bit and 
start to count the amount of people rather than the interactions. So, if I group of 
three help me, I count all three.  I make it to the English Market and there I am 
able to convince a lot of people to walk with me, as it is hard to get by me. This 
performance take two and half hours but it feels so much longer and Cork has 
been a pretty unpleasant city to do this experiment in. I finally make it to 46,  the 
final number and knowing this is the last performance, for this work there is a 
huge sense of relief. I end in the centre of the city and there I drop my backpack. 
I amass a small crowd but stick to my structure and keep my movement internally 
tracked. As it is the final performance, we decided to head down to the bridge to 
film another shot. The sky is an amazing foreboding grey with a sunny patch on 
the bridge. I repeat the structure as people are passing by, closer than usual as it 
is a narrow space. It feels like a great ending. I really take my time working my 
way through the structure and the relief of not having to do it again for a while is 





Poster image for the workshops and performances: Designed by One Strong Arm. 
 
4.7 Performance and written outputs  
4.7.1 Performance for Live Collision 
The following is my autoethnographic writing following the performance for Live 
Collision in April 2019. This is a deeply personal account and give an insight into the 




It’s the day after the show and I am forcing myself to write this as I really just 
want to flake out and forget about it. I’m glad we have the workshop today as it 
will make me come out of my post performance hole that I always need to climb 
into. I’ve been reading lovely comments about the performance on Twitter and it 
is definitely helping with my feelings of vulnerability and shame, that for me, are 
the hangover of performance. As I stepped off stage, covered head to toe in soil, I 
looked at myself in the mirror and said “well, you did exactly what you said you 
would do, so well done”. I felt a mixture of pride and shame but also other things 
I didn’t have time to process as I had to go straight into the post show discussion.  
The performance:  
The film is playing as I stand off stage. I am amazed that I can watch a film with 
me as the protagonist and not hate it. It is a testament to Jason Byrne’s skill as a 
film maker. As I came on to stage, I saw someone had stood in my soil circle so 
instead of ignoring it, I tried to fix it as best as I can. I lay back down and let the 
film finish. I have a very clear script of directions that I say throughout the 
performance. I begin with “I am a single cell”. I let that solitary place fill my body 
until I start to vibrate, “every cell in my body is vibration”. I repeat each of these 
mantras (borrowed from Deborah Hay, Bainbridge Cohan and many others). “I 
am vibration”. From here I begin to thrash around leading from my head staying 
within the circumference of the circle. Imagining the draining fluid, the birthing 
imperative, the surge that creates birth. I have to keep my eyes slightly open to 
make sure I don’t break the soil circle. I find my way on to my hunkers and begin 
“standing Embryo”, taking as long as I can to make the improbable leap to 
standing. My hair is over my face, I pull it tighter, smothering myself, the moment 
between umbilical cord to breath, I hold it for as long as I can. A cowl of hair.  I 
break myself though the cowl and breathe, feeling air in my lungs. I let one lung 
fill then the other, I let the breath fill me up. I pass through my evolution from the 
baby, the teenager, the present, and the crone. I rest in the crone, back enjoying 
the hunch. Arms reaching, casting small everyday spells of chores and boredom.  
I drop it all. And I stand. I face the audience and look for the first time. I can’t see 
much, but I can see a friend of mine who I love dearly, and it fills me to continue. 
I walk to the back of the circle and I begin the head to the heart, I keep it brief 
and then I follow movement imperatives. I don’t really know what I did here. I 
follow the imperatives, so God knows what I did, I suppose I did something. I make 
a circle, a choreographed moment to buy me some time should I lose myself and 
my threads throughout. I notice that this moment is something different from the 
rest, something not altogether enjoyable.  I start to wonder if the audience thinks 
I am shit, am I a deluded older dancer, I point a foot and throw a leg in some well-
worn response to this feeling. And then I am back into the experiential. “What 
does your body want now?”, I ask it, it takes time to hear the answer. It wants to 
experience, to feel, to sense, to just be a damn human on stage, being a human 
watched by other humans for a moment. To slow it down so we can all breathe for 
a moment through the soup of thought. And here is a BRAND NEW MOMENT for 
me (apologies for the caps). I never really stood on stage before and considered 
what my body wanted. In other performances I had stuck to the task, pushed 
myself, remembered the directions, danced with all my might, but I had never done 




Then the track of all the people I had walked with came on. I allow myself to wash 
through the memories of all the 184 people I walked with, arms interlaced, smiles, 
eyes, proximity, warmth, embarrassment, hope, kindness, confusion, defence, 
strength, permission, stories, concern, more embarrassment. I walk over the soil, 
feeling it beneath my feet and I begin to fill my belly and back with the soil. It’s a 
nice task and the flow of it is carried as I am being sung to by the wonderful Cork 
man who sung me his song of kindness while walking with me and his dog. I finally 
fill the belly and much of my back and I stand. I try to let the rage build but as I 
stand here with so many people who I can now see, and so many of them have 
been the people that are my support system, people who have brought dinner to 
my house, who have given me a community I never had before, the rage fails to 
build. I begin my bulletproof dance, but I wasn’t as good as the dress rehearsal 
where the rage really built. I had a failure to get truly mad. I allow the soil to pour 
out of my top. This is one of my favourite moments. I do this for all of the women 
who have had miscarriages and have lost babies. All of the dreams that have failed 
to come to life, and most of all for the ground that we share that is losing its life 
beneath our feet. For our children’s eroding future, for all that is falling through 
our fingers as we refuse to act and really change. I pour the soil all over me as 
the sound changes to my cousin, Prof. McLoughlin, talking to me, outlining the 
equation. I pour it everywhere, trying to buy back time, trying to hold on to what 
we still have.  
I push the soil towards to audience. “Here, this is all of ours”. I am the little 
prince slowly and cautiously making his way to the fox. No direct eye contact until 
I am at their feet. I smile when I am close. Once the voiceover is finished, I stand, 
and I ask the Audience to come up on to the stage. I didn’t expect every single one 
of them to come, but they do. They surround me in a semi-circle. My dad is the 
first one I touch. Him coming out to see this is such a big deal. With his illness 
this takes a lot, and I am aware this is the last time I can ask him to do things like 
this. This performance was always a tribute to him. I walked across Ireland in the 
same way that he did27. I walked because that was the thing we always shared, 
and he is fading now and can’t remember much with dementia eating him up. That 
he is first is perfect. It then becomes an awkward moment as with so many people 
to touch it takes ages and there are layers of people, some of whom I miss. With 
each touch, I touch the back of my hand to the back of their hand, the most neutral 
gesture I could think of. I repeat the mantra “my cells touch your cells” in my 
head with each one. I hope people don’t misunderstand and think I have some 
messiah complex. But regardless I stick to my task. I end by saying “thank you all 
so much. I walked around Ireland with 184 people, and they walked with me only 
because I asked, so perhaps there is more kindness in the world than we sometimes 
think”. I hadn’t planned on talking and in retrospect, I should have thought about 
what I was going to say better, but I didn’t. So, there you go.  
 
 




This last piece of writing is a piece that I wrote for the published in the RTE Guide. It has 
since been published in Heroes magazine for front line workers in the NHS (Heroes, May, 
2020). This piece gives an overview of the project as a whole:  
Every inch of the precious freedoms we experience in society are hard won. 
Without thinking much about it, we all rely on The Kindness Of Strangers all the 
time. We rely on people being decent humans and, overall, they are. We pay our 
taxes so we can create a fairer society, we live in relative harmony with each 
other. This is a period of comparative calm. I’m not saying life is easy, it never 
has been, but we have probably reached peak comfort in the western world and 
have things our children very well may not. This is a time of change, no doubt, so 
even the most avid climate change denier can admit that we are going to have to 
change how we live. I talk about this a lot… I worry about my kids, about what I 
am doing, what can I do. If we are going to sink or swim together, we are going 
to need a whole heap of kindness. I think people are innately kind. This may be 
naive of me, but I think that on the whole we are all doing the best we can with 
the deck we’ve been dealt.  
To this end, I decided to put my money where my mouth is and head out on to the 
streets of Ireland and test that kindness and ask people to help me for no other 
reason other than that I have asked. I know this is problematic, in that there are 
people who really need help on every street, so me, not really needing help, is 
grand and all but why bother? Well, I need to bother, I need to see for myself how 
we help, who we help and most importantly practice asking for some damn help! 
So far, I’ve walked arm in arm with 184 people in Galway, Cork, Belfast and 
Limerick. It’s a privilege to walk alongside that many people. It’s also hard to ask 
so many folks and face into lots of perfectly understandable "no’s". It has made 
me a small bit braver as I’ve had to look into the eyes of a lot of strangers and try 
to connect with them. I’m carrying a big backpack full of soil, it's heavy…. Why, 
you ask? 
Well, here is the back story: I live in East Clare, have three small kids and a 
husband who works in Dublin. This past year, I’ve had to learn to ask for help. 
Being far away from family and trying to keep my job going has been a serious 
struggle. But the other side of reaching out and asking for help is that I open a 
door for someone else to ask me to help them - this is how I am building my 
networks of support. I was so reluctant to do this, I didn’t want to be a burden to 
the friends around me, but what I’ve learned is I am building trust and community. 
I’ve been born and raised in a city, we didn’t know our neighbours, so this is not 
something that has come naturally to me. I don’t think it comes naturally to most 
of us. We equate asking for help as being needy and weak, no matter how many 
soundbites say the opposite. Practicing on 184 strangers was like aversion 
therapy. I’d ask anyone anything now, and I faced so much rejection I really didn’t 
take it personally because it’s not about me…. It rarely about anyone of us, usually 
just bad timing. 
For this piece, I decided to create a symbolic equation of care and dependency 
with my insanely clever cousin, John McLoughlin, who is a professor of Math in 
the University of New Brunswick. I set him this task - to create an equation of 




carry in our lives, the roles of care, the emotional burdens, the stress and strains 
of life, minus the support we receive from those around us, near and far. I wanted 
to make something clean out of the chaos, the overwhelming sense of 
responsibility that is the daily life of most parents and carers. So, he did just that. 
Created a thing of beauty that is more letters than numbers that symbolically 
quantifies what you carry in your life. My equation amounts to a weight, 15.3Kgs 
to be exact, which I carry. I then multiply by 3 (the magic number!) so that it 
equals 45.9, rounded off to 46. This has then meant I walk with 46 people in every 
city. Interestingly, 46 is also the number of chromosomes in a cell. Being a dancer, 
I’m obsessed with the machinations of bodies. While scientists are heading to 
outer space to find black holes, dancers and somatic practitioners are finding 
inner space. Not only the mechanics but attempting to hone our sensitivity so that 
we can feel every part of ourselves. To explore the cosmos that is our human 
bodies. Bodies are empathic, just watch someone stub their toe, you’ll wince. 
Bodies are hard wired to feel other people’s pain, that is why it is hard to be in 
our bodies these days. We are exposed to so much pain and suffering and, on the 
whole, feel powerless to change anything. But I believe that by connecting to our 
bodies we live softer, can be kinder, we are more empathic. The "warm animal of 
the body" is a wonder of design and intelligence that we sometimes need to fall 
back into. That’s why my body, physically walking, taking time to look and touch 
other bodies was, for me, an important act. When 46 people have walked with me, 
I drop my weight and I dance. I dance a dance of thank you and of freedom and 
just the smallest dab of hope for us all. The world is filled with acts of kindness, 
and sometimes we just need to be brave and ask for them to be seen. 
4.8  Conclusions  
4.8  Conclusions 
The Kindness of Strangers was a response to The Autonomy Project and in many ways 
both works are best viewed as a pair. By using the concept of deconstruction (Derrida 
1971), I took “artistic licence” with the idea of opposition and inverted the first 
performance. The Autonomy Project involved 100 people, The Kindness of Strangers I 
was alone. Where one looked at how we maintain our freedom as individuals though the 
lens of many, the latter was how we rely on the many from a single perspective. This 
inversion seemed like a good way to test my understandings of both the freedoms I enjoy 
and my need for support. By examining the networks of care and dependency through 
ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 1976), and then by commissioning Professor 
John McLoughlin to create an equation of care and dependency, we created something 
that could be used to quantify this experience. Walking arm in arm with 184 people, I 
have also begun to understand the power that I as a performer usually hold. By creating 
a controlled environment within the rarefied space of the theatre, by rehearsing and 
preparing, the audience enters my world (Phelan 1998). In the second performance, this 




to help me. I was vulnerable, and this vulnerability was something new to me and not 
altogether comfortable. By placing myself at the mercy of strangers, I became aware of 
how invulnerable I attempt to make myself in performance on the whole. In addition, I 
noticed how I tend to interact with similar figures in my life, either in the work place or 
in my community, but this was a different experience. I walked with people from all walks 
of life and had many of my own bias challenged. The group most eager to help were 
young women under the age of 30. This was not what I was expecting and made me also 
realise that my preconceptions as to how people would react to me were wrong. To 
articulate my work in a way that made sense to people on the street was another challenge. 
“Why would you do that” was a question most people asked me, and  I would usually say 
“I am practicing asking for help”. This was something most people could relate to, 
especially the women who I walked with.  
Another notable aspect was, the younger the person was, the more used to the idea of 
social experiments they were and they were also the group that were most happy to be 
filmed. This was in contrast to the older groups of people who were happy to have our 
interactions audio recorded but not filmed. This was agreed with all of the people who I 
walked with in advance.  
By being so vulnerable on this way on the street in Ireland was a humbling act, but also 
one that made me want to make more work like this, that interacts with people on the 
streets without the filter of theatre and audiences who would generally attend 
contemporary dance events. The solo event as part of Live Collision was also a new 
cohort of audience for my work as this was a live art event and not dance. This was 
significant, in that this work, and The Autonomy Project, were a move into a new way of 
working for me. These pieces included dance but were not dance pieces. In many ways 
this has answered a fundamental question that I have been asking myself as an artist. 
“Why do I make work?”. These pieces were about opening up ideas, without clear 
conclusions or suggestions; Just better ways of posing questions. 
 In conclusion, The Kindness of Strangers was an attempt to go beyond my usual habits 
and ideas and to test my biases in a real world situation. It was both difficult and 
surprising, but one that in essence taught me that people are generally kind. I faced more 
“no’s” than “yes’s”, but the people who walked with me did so just because I asked and 




Chapter 5:  Conclusion 
 
Figure 9 
5.1 Introduction  
This chapter will outline and discuss, in context, the key findings that emerged from this 
research. These will be drawn from across the range of aspects of the work, including the 
material produced from the creative projects, interviews, and key literature. The findings 




contribution to knowledge to the field of arts practice and the limitations of this study. 
Furthermore, I will make recommendations for future work relevant to the topic.  
This thesis outlines and discusses two distinct but interconnected works that sought to 
explore both autonomy and dependency in society from the perspective of all who 
participated in the projects, including myself as the artist. The first work, The Autonomy 
Project, was a large-scale and diverse piece designed to create an artistic medium and an 
arts practice research exploration focused on the philosophical and ideological premise at 
the heart of this thesis. The project was designed to explore shared and individual 
conceptions of autonomy across a range of participant cohorts, including youth artists, 
youth groups, professional artists, and academics. It sought to do this democratically and 
inclusively to respect and facilitate contributions from all involved, providing a vibrant 
forum for artistic expression. For the second work, The Kindness of Strangers, I explored 
the dependency conditions in my own life, in collaboration with Math Professor, John 
McLoughlin. This project was an individual response to the first piece within which I 
explored the reality of my dependency on those around me and the support networks that 
surround me. Both these works sought to answer the following research questions:  
1. How can arts-practice approaches be used to investigate perspectives on 
autonomy and dependency through art, involving both young people 
within the community, professional artists, and academics?  
2. Can arts performance be used to explore the impact of social support and 
networks of care on the individual's autonomy? 
3. How does engagement with arts practice performance allow a broader 
discourse surrounding the body and the individual within society?    
4. How can we use art practice as a way of connecting and exploring 
important and complex societal questions?  
 
5.2 Tracing the Lines  
The overarching design of The Autonomy Project was a process of using art to engage 
with a broad spectrum of the community in Limerick, often over an extensive period. It 
brought together professional artists, youth organisations, youth workers, and academics 
to share a single forum to explore an abstract and multifaceted topic. This was designed 




medium, thus embodying the concept of aporia as explored by Derrida, (1993), in other 
words pursuing a mature exploration within society. Derrida (1971) suggests that the state 
of aporia (Derrida 1993) is a state of mental clarity, being comfortable with the ever-
changing nature of reality as one of the best ways to allow non-conforming ideas to 
emerge. Aporia, from the Greek apropos, is a figure mobilized by Derrida to specify the 
fundamental irreducibility of every concept or phenomenon that traditionally has been 
stabilized, fixed, and normalized by Western ideas. Aporia (Derrida, 1993) emphasised 
the democratic “core” within Derrida’s philosophy and is a constant factor revealing itself 
when confronted with the world. As such: “Is an experience possible that would not be 
an experience of the aporia?” (Derrida 1993, p. 15).  The Autonomy Project also fostered 
an exploration through art/ performance of social support and networks of care in 
supporting autonomy in both the process of engagement by participants and the 
performance outcomes. 
A range of arts-practice approaches was utilised within The Autonomy Project to facilitate 
engagement from across a spectrum of youth artists, youth groups, and professional 
artists. All enthusiastically explored their understandings of the concept of autonomy and 
its intersection with society. The resulting outcomes, encompassing both artistic 
performance and accounts within the research results, represented a diverse exploration 
of autonomy. This indicates that arts practice approaches may be useful in working with 
distinct groupings, both adult and youth groups, and allow for the emergence of a broader 
discourse from across the societal strata. Facilitating engagement in the arts, particularly 
across diverse groupings, has been an ongoing policy objective of the Arts Council of 
Ireland in recent years. Creating a shared space for communal civic engagement, 
explorations of societal values, and the development of shared understandings can also 
have an important role in fostering positive community development.    
The symposium on the topic of autonomy held at the University of Limerick aimed to 
foster a multi-dimensional, cross-disciplinary expansion of the discourses considered into 
the broader project. Academics and artists from across a range of domain backgrounds 
and perspectives contributed pieces to be shared. These perspectives supported the 
development of theoretical context for the work and further emphasised the diversity of 
views or understandings encompassed within the project. In his keynote address, Dr. 




individuality and the navigation from autonomy to dependency, which I have outlined in 
previous chapters. 
The Kindness of Strangers offered another angle to the original work, and both actions 
are interrelated pieces of art, while they also stand alone as artworks. The Kindness Of 
Strangers was a solo work with collaborations and outcomes of film, performance, and a 
resulting equation. Within this work, I walked with 184 people in four cities in Ireland, 
discussing our needs and interdependence. By bringing both the artistic output and the 
writing back to the personal, I attempted to expand my understanding of how my life and 
experience sit within an ecosystem. The use of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 
theory (Bronfenbrenner 2005) to explore the networks of care and support that surround 
me, opened up the idea of creating an equation of care and dependency with Prof. 
McLoughlin.  
In summary, the remainder of this final chapter will trace the outcomes from the project 
and my findings, findings from both projects but also my personal findings regarding how 
I developed as an artist across the duration of my arts-practice PhD work. In addition, I 
will discuss the outcomes from this project regarding my evolving understanding of the 
role art may play in communal exploration of complex social phenomena. I will then 
discuss ways in which these outcomes of my PhD work could inform future areas of 
research that can expand or further explore areas relevant to this work.  
5.3 Summary of Findings  
5.3.1 The Autonomy Project 
The most striking aspect that I have drawn from the analysis of The Autonomy Project is 
that, although we placed individual autonomy in society at the centre of the project, what 
emerged was a story of community and collaboration. In other words, the artistic 
explorations of autonomy were also explorations of autonomy within the shared social 
environment. Thus is appears that autonomy is a collective experience; it is not an entirely 
individualistic phenomenon.  
The perspective that emerged from across the participants was nuanced but clear. From 
the standpoint of the youth artists and the group facilitators, if each person is given full 
and equal respect and dignity, that flows outwards, it is a shared social gain. This echoes  




ecology in supporting individual development and expression (Bronfenbrenner 2005). 
The young people involved had a vibrant and nuanced understanding of the concept of 
autonomy and in a sense equated it with the freedom to be fully themselves and allow 
space to be vulnerable within the group, as on young artist described: “Autonomy to me 
is the freedom to be myself and to open up to people more without fearing judgment in 
the process” (Youth Participant, TAP 2018). This sentiment was echoed across many of 
the groups and, by exploring understandings of the concept of autonomy through art-
making, the young artists were allowed to open up to the group. One young person 
described this as being able to open up her voice to the group and give voice to her ideas. 
The Autonomy Project provided a convincing showcase regarding how arts-practice 
approaches could be effectively used to create a broader discussion regarding the 
experience of the individual with society. 
 For many in the group, having space and the freedom to co-create with like-minded 
individuals was a very positive experience. One member described this as "finding this 
group has been like salvation to me, I know that's very poetic and all, but it has!" (Youth 
participant, TAP 2018). This aligns with Lundy's (2007) concept of space within her 
framework for fostering student voice engagement, which hinges on creating a safe 
environment for participating young people. The creation of supportive and inclusive 
environments was essential to engaging the youth artists in the project, with the ensuing 
creative performances bringing the vitality of their perspective to the Dance Limerick 
events. The use of art to express themselves was another important emergent theme as 
many of the young artists discussed how playing music or dance gave them a sense of 
freedom and a chance to be themselves.  
The arts-practice approaches used in The Autonomy Project were influenced by other 
models for creating a supportive and inclusive environment for participating youth groups 
and artists. Specifically, Lundy's (2007) framework for engaging youth voice was used 
to develop an ethos of democratic self-expression and autonomy of vision. The structure 
served to underpin the ten-week workshop process within which youth group facilitators 
fostered the engagement of the young artists in exploring their conceptual understanding 
of autonomy through the arts, resulting in four original performances/films at Dance 
Limerick. The care taken in the design of the overarching framework to guide youth 
groups was essential in creating both boundaries within which they understood their role 




approach also built upon the existing networks of support and expertise within existing 
youth groups rather than imposing mandated structures of control on participating groups 
or artists. The diverse and distinctive performances that emerged demonstrated the 
empowering effect of the approach adopted in curating the project, reminiscent of 
Derrida's (1971) concept of aporia. The multiplicity of perspectives was a very 
conspicuous aspect of the events. The performances of these artistic pieces at Dance 
Limerick were near capacity, showing the depth of community engagement flowing from 
the project.  
These youth artist creations complemented and contrasted with the creations of the 
professional artists involved in this project. Their richly considered creations across the 
Dance Limerick and Sailors Home performance spaces shaped the new concepts of 
autonomy that made The Autonomy Project a coherent expression of free exploration of 
complex and abstract thought. The professional artists also reported that the Sailors 
Home's shared space, with its interconnected areas, was a positive environment. Each was 
impacted by the group as a whole. One artist described this experience as distinctive:  
distinct and unusual in my experience of these theatre production environments. 
'need' is usually decentralized from the individual and placed in the hands of an 
authority figure who controls when, where, and how needs are met relative to a 
chronologically ordered schedule. (Artist participant, TAP 2018) 
The rich tapestry of connections and designs effectively engaged the broader community 
of Limerick across the week of performances. This suggests that arts practice may be an 
active mode for supporting more extensive engagement with a complex topic. This 
project of scale supported engagement with the arts, development of the audience within 
the Limerick area. The supports, both financial and administrative, were crucial in 
fostering a sense of autonomy for the artists, as one of the artists described this as:  
For genuine autonomy to exist, the basic hierarchy of human needs must first be 
met. The human in question is in a lifelong process of scrambling to survive, and 
self-expression becomes secondary (Artist participant, TAP 2018) 
This draws us back to how the frameworks of support need to be in place for autonomy 
to be foregrounded, as one artist described this. The pre-existing collective and 
collaborative conditions which need to be met, for an individual to have autonomy, call 
in to question the reality of autonomy. Indeed, individuals can make choices, but even 





"Is there a way that we might struggle for autonomy in many spheres, yet also 
consider the demands that are imposed upon us by living in a world of beings who 
are, by definition, physically dependent on one another, physically vulnerable to 
one another?"  
The Autonomy Project exposed for many of the participants that human needs should first  
be met before they could reach for the ideal of autonomy. That we are vulnerable and 
permeable to one another and that these needs form the basis for any autonomy that we 
experience.  
The facilitators also reported positive experiences from leading the workshops. 
Engagement fostered connection within the groupings; "we felt fully supported, while also 
given the freedom to create in a way which would work best for us" (Facilitator, TAP 
2018). This support came in the form of the structural support of the broader framework 
of the project, financial support from the Arts Council of Ireland, and administrative 
support from the Limerick Culture and Arts Office. By allowing the material to emerge 
from the young people, one facilitator described this as a "more confidence-boosting 
experience than learning material from someone else. They were creating freedom, 
power, confidence, self-awareness, connectedness". Many of the facilitators described it 
as "stepping back and allowing the young people to direct the flow of the work". This 
created a democratic framework in which young artists and professional artists were 
within the same billing created a new and exciting cohort of audiences for both groups.  
A project of this scale could only be made by everyone working together and 
collaboratively. Dependency speaks to a sense of community, and it is precisely this sense 
of community, even of solidarity that made the project a valuable arts practice 
performance. The environmental considerations within the youth group workshops, the 
decentralised curatorial philosophy guiding the project as a whole, the shared and 
interconnected performance spaces, and the lose thematic guidance afforded to 
professional artists or participating academics deeply impacted individual engagements. 
Each performance occurred within a shared space, a public performance, before a shared 
audience, which emerged from the richness of the data in the focus groups and interviews. 
An important finding to emerge from this project was that the various aspects emphasised 
the role of deep dependency in participant's exploration of autonomy. Similarly, to 
Derrida's vision of deconstruction (1971) in an analysis of a phenomenon, the outcomes 
of this project emphasised participants' interconnectivity and dependence within their 




The Autonomy Project offered participants a unique and original platform and opportunity 
to create work, expand, and create new partnerships and perform within a professional 
multi-genre performance.  Looking at the first research questions, The Autonomy Project 
was a coherent and holistic reaction. As the central theme was autonomy, each of the 
artists had the freedom and resources to bring this to life as they saw fit. I believed that 
to look at this topic, we needed, in some small way, to mirror the span of society; thus, 
the inclusion of young people, artists, and academics. The age range across the whole 
piece spanned 13-75 and so it represented a cross fragment of society. The use of multi-
disciplinary works also gave a broader scope to the work. Involving some well-known 
artists and academics, alongside youth groups, attracted different audiences to the general 
audiences that would have previously seen my work. Yet to some onlookers, this span of 
work may have been confusing as there was so much diversity in the one evening. 
However, for me, as an artist, this is precisely the kind of inclusive work that I enjoy. I 
don't know where something is going, but the journey is an unpredictable thrill for the 
senses. In addressing these questions, so central to the aims of my arts practice research, 
I took a risk, I expanded my creative processes beyond what I had previously been 
comfortable with and evolved my voice as an inclusive artist engaged with the society I 
inhabited.   
5.3.2 The Kindness of Strangers  
The findings from The Kindness of Strangers were based on my autoethnographic 
journals outlining my creative process when creating, designing, and performing the 
work. As such, the findings will differ from the first piece, as I was writing and creating 
about myself as subject and creator. The process of creating, the decision I made, and the 
outcomes that flowed from these decisions will also be represented in the findings. As 
Chang (2008, p. 68) discusses, "Even when you are the primary source of data, your story 
often includes others-others of similarity, difference, and opposition". My hope is that my 
very personal story will resonate with the reader and offer perspectives on areas that have 
been the focus of this thesis. 
The Kindness of Strangers was a solo work in collaboration with Math Professor John 
McLoughlin and sought to create an equation of care and dependency. As discussed 
previously, I wanted to use the concept of deconstruction (Derrida 1971) to examine the 
opposite ends of autonomy and explore the networks of care and support within the 




systems of support have on the experience and agency of the lone citizen, and what role 
arts practice can play in exploring this tension. One of the most significant artistic and 
positional evolutions I gained from my research was the viewing of my artistic works, 
and that of the artist more generally through an ecological or systemic lens 
(Bronfenbrenner 2005). I could not divorce the participants within The Autonomy Project, 
or myself as an artist, from the relational and societal systems that surround us all. While 
the concept of autonomy was the central focus of the project as a whole, the tension 
between dependence and autonomy within human relationships become fundamental as 
the work of the project evolved.  The role of relationships in fostering communication 
and the experience of autonomy was a central consideration. Building from existing 
relationships, understandings, and personal respect and dignity were, thus, central to 
exploring "autonomy" within the process. 
In this time of radical change, both environmentally and politically, how we navigate the 
balance between our autonomy and our dependency, seems like an important question. 
We need to respect the inherent dignity and freedoms of all people while acknowledging 
that we are and will always be a small part of the bigger picture and that our need for each 
other means that no man or woman is an island.  
The findings of The Kindness of Strangers flow from several decisions made in the design 
of the project. Firstly, as outlined in previous chapters, my collaboration with Professor 
Mcloughlin led to developing a mathematical framework to conceptualise the ratio of 
variables that provide support or require care within my surrounding ecology. A 
mathematical framework to conceptualise supports received or care responsibilities, thus 
deriving a numerical metaphor representing a map of care and dependency. The next 
decision was that I would perform on the streets of Ireland, only later did I decide to 
present the work in a solo format in a theatre. I wanted to create something, whereby I 
had to rely on people I did not know. The concept of walking arm in arm with strangers 
was a way of gently relying on people. The idea was that I would carry a set amount on 
my back, which had to be a challenging task. This was again a metaphorical enactment 
of tension to be negotiated within all relationships between autonomy and dependency. 
Finally, I decided to use the equation I developed in collaboration with Professor 
McLoughlin to develop a distance in the mapping of the supports that I give and the 
support that I receive. This equation quantified the weight I then needed to carry in my 




certain number of people to walk with me before I could put the backpack down. Then to 
move forward, I was dependent on the individuals from whom I requested support, 
agreeing to help me.  Wherever I met the amount decided by the equation, I would drop 
my backpack and perform on the streets. This was a solo that I had created using 
significant 'moments’ from embryological investigations of movement, which I have 
described in more detail in chapter four. 
The findings of The Kindness of Strangers were deeply personal and focused on the role 
relationships played in my experience of the piece. Firstly, the piece was an attempt to 
re-explore this existing relationship I, as a performing artist, had with those who are in 
the audience for my work. As a performer, I am used to the audience coming into my 
world, which I have rehearsed, prepared, and made myself as invulnerable as possible 
through the preparation for the performance. In my previous experience of being a 
performing artist, I had not been aware of the degree to which I controlled the 
performance space, the use of rehearsal to practice movement before showing in 
performance, the fixed roles of audience and performer. This performance was a very 
different experience and one that was not always comfortable. I relied on my ability to 
convince people to stop and talk to me. The Kindness of Strangers went beyond the 
confines of the traditional theatre and dance and asked people on the streets to consider 
what it means to be dependent on others and what support they have to carry those who 
depend upon them. By asking people face to face and often, one by one, I found the 
answers and ideas that people gave me to be both moving and hopeful. By crossing the 
lines between performer and audience, I placed myself in a vulnerable position. This 
vulnerability allowed people to engage with me in a way that I have not previously 
experienced as a performer. In my journals, I described this vulnerability, which I 
experienced in my interactions with the 184 people I walked with as: with, arms 
interlaced, smiles, eyes, proximity, warmth, embarrassment, hope, kindness, confusion, 
defence, strength, permission, stories, concern, more embarrassment. This captures the 
holistic nature of the experiences I shared with the participants I met on the street, 
reflecting the embodied quality of how I experienced my relations with them. This 
resonates with Braidotti's notion that embodied stories expand our understandings and 
challenge our biases and fields of vision (Braidotti 2016). 
In addition, the performance section of The Kindness of Strangers, which took place 




during performance. As I recognised in my autoethnographic journal, "I never really 
stood on stage before and considered what my body wanted. In other performances, I had 
stuck to the task, pushed myself, remembered the directions, danced with all my might…" 
(Auto-ethnographic journal LmcL 2019). This drew heavily from the use of principles 
and approaches derived from embryological principles in the choreography of the solo. I 
became aware during the performance that the asking of the question "What does your 
body want now?" during the performance drew me back to an experiential place, which 
utterly changed my intention and experience of performance.  
Finally, I experienced The Kindness of Strangers as an exploration of the role of art in 
collaboratively explore complex social understandings. I believe it was and is essential to 
use art to more deeply question the roles that we play in society and how it affects the 
people around us. The concept of ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner 2005) conceives 
that the artist creates within an interdependent mesh of social and civic relationships, all 
of which are characterised by aspects of dependency and autonomy, care, and support. 
By making myself vulnerable and interacting with so many people and having 
conversations about the topics that concern me, I, on some level, reality test my theories 
and expand my understanding of the world beyond my social and community sphere. 
While I acknowledge that I am not as vulnerable as others in the world, those who are 
homeless or living with addictions or abuse, I suggest I was very deliberate in putting 
myself outside of my comfort zone as a performer.  
I inhabited the role of an artist engaging directly with those around them, co-creating 
work with a spectrum of individuals on the streets of Ireland cities. This directly involved 
a democratic and sharing of control, authorship, and shaping of the ensuing product of 
what was created. This engagement with the concepts of aporia (Derrida 1993)and 
deconstruction broke open my questioning in both works and through real narratives with 
over 300 people. The Kindness of Strangers was an attempt to go beyond my habits and 
ideas and test my biases in a real-world situation. It was both challenging and surprising, 
but one that, in essence, taught me that people are generally kind. I faced more "no's" than 
"yeses," but the people who walked with me did so just because I asked, and this was a 
very heart-warming experience. The Kindness of Strangers project was a challenging arts 
practice process to facilitate my exploration of my relationship with myself  performer 




5.4 My Progression as an Artist 
When creating the template for The Autonomy Project, I was clear in the choices I wished 
to make. Looking back at these three years on, I am not entirely sure where this clarity 
came from. I had a clarity that nobody else could see the necessity for, yet I felt strongly 
that this is what it needed to be. In his article "Unpinning the butterfly," Bannerman 
(2006) discusses this place where we can no longer fully articulate our need for the 
artwork to be a certain way. Still, intuition or sensation takes rationality's place 
(Bannerman 2006). The second work, The Kindness of Strangers, was a process that I can 
remember working through more clearly. Although many of the elements were derived 
from improvisations, I can very clearly track my decision making processes. Although 
the content of the dance aspects derived from very deeply sensorial improvisations, 
decision-making, and the collaborations were conscious decisions that I thought through. 
It is interesting to observe these two patterns of my art-making. Perhaps the second is an 
evolution from the first, but I still firmly believe that I need to hold a space open for those 
creative impulses that have no rhyme or reason but again feel like imperatives. These 
imperatives are often the only thing that I can hold on to when I am unsure why I want 
something to be a certain way. In hindsight, these decisions hold the invisible frame for 
my art creation. Without the impulse and imperative to create, I would not have made 
anything. This comes back to autonomy and dependency, and how the freedom to develop 
requires a frame or structure for the form to become visible. The need to be seen and 
heard to bring the internal to the external is the constant creative impulse of any artist.  
Reflecting on my practice, three years on from the beginning of this project, I am very 
grateful for all the frames of support that have allowed my internal musings to become a 
reality. It was this dependency that allowed me artistic autonomy to follow this very 
individual and clarifying journey. By foregrounding personal freedom, I exposed 
community; by leaning on this community, I found creative freedom. So in a sense, this 
was a journey that was supported and held by so many people and enabled me, as a 
mother, and artist and as a researcher to more clearly trace where I would like to go in the 
future and how I would like to contribute to conversations of how we organise as a society 
in our uncertain future. By opening these fundamental questions to a broader audience 
through art creation, workshops, and performance, I was able to chart the relevance and 





5.5 The Role of Art in Navigating Large Societal Questions 
We live in a time of binaries, where online discussions have changed how people 
increasingly communicate through disembodied or online media. This denudes 
interaction of embodied conversation and the nuance created by the range of 
paralinguistic aspects of communication, such as tone of voice and facial expression. As 
it is a relatively new form of communication, we have not yet developed sophisticated 
tools to understand this more disembodied way of communicating.  The added layer of 
distance from the receiver of our opinions creates bravery that we may not feel face to 
face. More and more people are receiving their news from online sources, and the effect 
this had on radicalising people coming up to elections has been well documented. The 
Autonomy Project was a response to its time, and in 2017 the idea of creating a space for 
non-consensus and democratic art making was my way of addressing increasingly 
polarised debate. Being able to tolerate not knowing and a span of opinions and 
perspectives drove me to create and curate this work. The Kindness of Strangers was a 
processed response to this initial impulse, having explored freedom, how this is 
underpinned by relationship was a natural progression. Having created something so vast 
and expansive for the first work, a small, singular, and vulnerable piece was the braver of 
the two offerings. Yet, both pieces formed two acts in a single thread, and in my mind, at 
least, they are best understood in relation to each other.  
Society is beginning to face the most significant single threat of our time as climate crisis 
continues with horrifying speed, with the majority of governments refusing to act, or take 
the appropriate measures to reduce Co2 emissions or reduce biodiversity loss. How we 
proceed in the next 30 years will change society either by choice or necessity. Art can 
open and articulate ways of thinking in a way that can be absorbed by people. This speaks 
to the relevance that arts practice research has for extending and articulating our capacity 
to discover new ways of modelling consciousness and designing alternative methods of 
research capable of generating economic, cultural, and social capital (Barrett, & Bolt 
2010, p. 2).                                                                                     
Taking time to explore our freedom to make changes through our choices and our 
dependency upon each other has seemed vital for me as a mother of three young children 




thesis have been as theoretical as they have been practical. I have discussed society, yet 
within these discussions, I have created practical tasks and art-making to ground these 
ideas within a frame. Both works: The Autonomy Project and The Kindness of Strangers 
used the concept of either autonomy or dependency, not only as of the content of the 
works, but these concepts also shaped the methods and modes of creation and curation. 
By exploring these themes in this way, it brings the idea of deconstruction  (Derrida 1971) 
into work. We explored the concept from multiple angles, not to create a truth, but to 
explore how we and others navigate these conditions within our own lives.  
By allowing aporia (Derrida 1988) to reveal the contradictions and the synergy of these 
opposing aspects, freedom without community is vulnerable, community without 
freedom, stifles. Returning this concept to embodiment, Thomas Kampe (2014) discusses 
this in relation to Feldenkrais and how this "brain plasticity" allows us to rethink and 
reimagine that which seems immutable. By exploring our bodies and our world with 
curiosity, our patterning having the capacity to develop, our awareness of ourselves 
becomes a more fluid entity with empathy and Kindness.  
5.6 Ethics  
This project received ethical approval from the Arts Humanities and Social Sciences 
(AHSS) department ethics committee from the University of Limerick.  
As the first part of this project involved working with youth groups in the Limerick City 
region, with some participants under the age of 18, given that the theme of The Autonomy 
Project is conceptions of Autonomy, this involved participants exploring areas such as 
politics, gender identity, and personal issues. Importantly, however, the researcher's 
contact with the young people followed a series of 20 workshops facilitated by the 
gatekeeper youth groups with whom they have an established relationship. Consent forms 
were given to their parents, and assent forms were given to the young people involved in 
the project to ensure willing participation in the focus groups. It was also explained that 
all contributions had been anonymized, and no participant has been identified in 
transcripts.   
The Kindness of Strangers gave each of the 184 the option to walk with me or not, and 
everyone signed a consent form to have either the audio or video or both used as part of 
this research. Anyone who did not want their image used was removed from the footage 




5.7 Areas of Further Study 
 
This thesis may have relevance for artists who are engaged in socially focused or 
community focused art making. It also has relevance for engagement in wide scale 
collaborative practice as the work involved over 300 people through art making and 
performance.  
As a development from this research the areas that I believe warrant further study are:  
• How can arts practice contribute greatly to the need for open and far-reaching 
discussions on society and how we organise? How can it open up spaces for 
differing opinions and perspectives and enhance the validity of spaces for non-
consensus?  
• Explore the use of Derrida’s concept of deconstruction (1971) when creating work 
in order to allow for a deeper engagement with the polarities that surround any 
given topic. This allowed for a nuanced exploration of the polarities of experience. 
The use of art in this way to create spaces for aporia (Derrida 1993), or a state of 
active questioning. Naming this state of active exploration can potentially create 
forums for wider discussions and much needed spaces of open debate.  
• What use or originality derives from combining youth performers and 
professional artists together under the same billing create, and how does this 
contribute to the overall project?  
• Charting the use of embodied questioning through tracing the lines from the 
deeply personal to wider discourse that of our times as active citizenship and 
engagement.  
 
5.8 Closing thoughts  
When I began this Ph.D. thesis four years ago, I could never have envisioned how this 
arts practice would unfold or how it would shape and change me as an artist. Indeed, four 
years ago, to call myself an "artist" was something I felt unqualified to say. This research 
has helped me design, create, and understand how I want to make work in the future.  
Three years ago, the idea for The Autonomy Project had been stalled, as we had been not 




the Arts Council to reapply with further recommendations and were successful in the 
second application. In my personal life, I had just given birth to my third child (who will 
be three in July 2020) and, as I have outlined, this presented its challenges. However, 
these challenges led me to create The Kindness of Strangers as a second performance. 
These past four years have challenged me at a very fundamental level, but I believe that 
I have emerged from this process understanding much more about the work that I make 
and the contribution that I can make through my art-making. Writing this thesis in 
lockdown, as a result of COVID-19, has further reinforced the idea of how vulnerable we 
are to one another and how important it is to make space for opinions that differ from our 
own. That community does not mean consensus, but is in the acts of support and empathy 
that we can build networks of support.  
The journey of this work investigated the aporia of autonomy and dependency, the space 
between our need for freedom and our collective human needs. By interrogating 
autonomy, this research proposed that autonomy is a collective experience, evoking 
community and collaboration. That our collective need and vulnerability makes us 
permeable to one another and embodied stories expand our understanding, challenge our 
biases and facilitate transformative ways of imagining and being.  
The arts can offer us valuable tools with which to explore complex social and cultural 
dynamics, particularly within the context of frameworks of support, and the freedoms that 
we need to protect. These are fundamental questions of how we organise and how we will 
imagine, both collectively and individually, the communities and larger societies that we 
inhabit. If society is no more than the people within it, creating more space for curiosity, 
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FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
INFORMATION LETTER 
 
Dear youth group leader, 
My name is Lisa McLoughlin, and I am a currently studying for a PhD in Arts Practice 
from the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick.  As 
part of my studies I am carrying out an Arts Practice research Project entitled The 
Autonomy Project which your child/ward will be performing in in April 2018.    
The Autonomy Project is a collaboration between youth groups, artists and Limerick 
City and County Council. This project has been funded through the Arts Council’s 
‘Invitation to Collaboration’ scheme to promote access to and engagement with the arts. 
I will be conducting Focus groups with members of each of the youth groups held after 
a series of 20 workshops facilitated by your and our other partner youth organisations. 
These will be approximately 40 minutes in duration and will be held at the workshop 
venues: GOSHH, Music Generation Limerick City, Dance Limerick and Limerick 
Youth Theatre. Given that the theme of The Autonomy Project is conceptions of 
autonomy, this may involve participants exploring areas such as politics, gender or 
identity issues.  
This focus group will be held after a series of 20 workshops facilitated by you and the 
other leaders/gatekeeper youth groups with whom participants have an established 
relationship and will be re-examining themes that have been explored within the piece of 
art that the group are making.  
Participation is entirely voluntary, and any participant may terminate their participation 
at within a two week period after signing the forms. In addition, I will request a leader of 
the youth group introduce the focus group and explain what is involved such that 








Interviews/focus groups will be recorded and transcribed such that any identifying 
information is anonymised to protect participant confidentiality. Participants will be 
offered the option of attribution within the study should they wish to waive their 
anonymity.  Any further information that may emerge from the data that may serve to 
identify a participant will be considered with reference to the protection of participant 
confidentiality and anonymity. Such information may be altered to further protect the 
identity of a participant where possible. 
Data may be used for follow-up publications-presentations.      
If you have any queries or would like more information about the project please contact: 
 
* Principal investigator: Lisa.C.McLoughlin@ul.ie 
* Supervisor: Jenny.Roche@ul.ie  
* Gate keeper: youth@goshh.ie (GOSHH) boris.hunka@Icetb.ie (Music 
generation Limerick city) ansmalis@eircom.not (Limerick Youth Theatre) 
jenny@dancelimerick.ie (Dance Limerick)  
This research study has received Ethics approval from the Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (quote approval number). If you have any 
concerns about this study or your participation and wish to contact an independent 
authority, you may contact: 
 
Chairperson Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
AHSS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 















FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
INFORMATION LETTER 
 
Dear Young Artist, 
 
My name is Lisa McLoughlin, and I am a currently studying for a PhD from the Irish 
World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick.  I inviting to take 
part in a research study entitled The Autonomy Project which will take place in April 
2018.    
This project is a collaboration between youth groups, artists and Limerick City and 
County Council. It is funded through the Arts Council’s to promote access to the arts. 
I would like to hold focus groups with members of each of the youth groups after a series 
of 20 workshops facilitated by your youth organisations where the group will make a 
piece of art or a performance. The focus groups will be led by your youth group leader 
who you will know from the workshops completed beforehand. The Autonomy Project is 
looking at conceptions of autonomy which mean subjects such as politics, gender or 
identity issues may be talked about. These focus groups will last about 40 minutes and 
will be held at the workshop venues: GOSHH, Music Generation Limerick City, Dance 
Limerick and Limerick Youth Theatre.  
You do not have to take part in this project if you do not want to. If you do take part in a 
focus group interview you are free to leave the project up to two weeks after signing this 
form. Any data collected will be stored in a safe place in the University of Limerick.  





Interviews/focus groups will be recorded and transcribed such that any identifying 
information is anonymised to protect participant confidentiality. Participants will be 
offered the option of attribution within the study should they wish to waive their 
anonymity. It is important to note that the other students in your focus group will be able 
to hear whatever you say. Data may be used for follow-up publications-presentations.      
If you have any queries or would like more information about the project please contact: 
 
* Principal investigator: Lisa.C.McLoughlin@ul.ie 
* Supervisor: Jenny.Roche@ul.ie  
* Gate keeper: youth@goshh.ie (GOSHH) boris.hunka@Icetb.ie (Music 
generation Limerick city) ansmalis@eircom.not (Limerick Youth Theatre) 
jenny@dancelimerick.ie (Dance Limerick)  
 
This research study has received Ethics approval from the Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (quote approval number). If you have any 
concerns about this study or your participation and wish to contact an independent 
authority, you may contact: 
 
Chairperson Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
AHSS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 












Appendix 3. Youth Participant Assent Form 
 
 
FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 




I am willing to take part in the project entitled The Autonomy Project.   
 
• I have been told about the project.  
• I understand what the project is about. 
• I have been told what I will be doing. 
• I understand what I will be doing. 
• I understand that I may be audio-/video recorded and I agree to this. However, if I 
feel uncomfortable at any time I know I can ask for the recording to stop.  
• I understand what will happen to the recordings once the project is complete. 
• I understand that I do not have to take part in this project. 
• I understand that I can stop taking part at any time, and that I do not have to explain 
why I want to stop.  
• I understand that as far as possible no one outside the project will know I took part. 
• I understand no one outside the project will be given personal information about me. 
 
 
______________________________________         __________________________ 













FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 





My name is Lisa McLoughlin, and I am a currently studying for a PhD in Arts Practice 
from the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick.  As 
part of my studies I am carrying out an Arts Practice research Project entitled The 
Autonomy Project which your child/ward will be performing in in April 2018.    
The Autonomy Project is a collaboration between youth groups, artists and Limerick City 
and County Council. This project has been funded through the Arts Council’s ‘Invitation 
to Collaboration’ scheme to promote access to and engagement with the arts. 
I will be conducting Focus groups with each of the youth groups held after a series of 20 
workshops facilitated by our partner youth organisations. These will be approximately 40 
minutes in duration and will be held at the workshop venues: GOSHH, Music Generation 
Limerick City, Dance Limerick and Limerick Youth Theatre. Given that the theme of The 
Autonomy Project is conceptions of autonomy, this may involve participants exploring 
areas such as politics, gender or identity issues.  
This focus group will be held after a series of 20 workshops facilitated by the gatekeeper 
youth groups with whom they have an established relationship and will be re-examining 
themes that have been explored within the piece of art that the group are making.  
Participation is entirely voluntary, and any participant may terminate their participation 
at any stage. In addition, a member of the organisation/ youth group will introduce the 
focus group and explain what is involved such that participants will feel comfortable at 




Interviews will be recorded and transcribed such that any identifying information is 
anonymised to protect participant confidentiality. Participants will be offered the option 
of attribution within the study should they wish to waive their anonymity.  Any further 
information that may emerge from the data that may serve to identify a participant will 
be considered with reference to the protection of participant confidentiality and 
anonymity. Such information may be altered to further protect the identity of a participant 
where possible. 
Data may be used for follow-up publications-presentations.      
If you have any queries or would like more information about the project please contact: 
 
* Principal investigator: Lisa.C.McLoughlin@ul.ie 
* Supervisor: Jenny.Roche@ul.ie  
* Gate keeper: youth@goshh.ie (GOSHH) boris.hunka@Icetb.ie (Music 
generation Limerick city) ansmalis@eircom.not (Limerick Youth Theatre) 
jenny@dancelimerick.ie (Dance Limerick)  
This research study has received Ethics approval from the Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (quote approval number). If you have any 
concerns about this study or your participation and wish to contact an independent 
authority, you may contact: 
 
Chairperson Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
AHSS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 










Appendix 5. Consent Form (Parent/Guardian) 
 
 
FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
PARENTIAL/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM 
 
Parent/Guardian, 
I, the undersigned, declare that I am willing to allow my under 18 year old* to take part 
in research for the project entitled “The Autonomy Project”.   
• I have been fully briefed on the nature of the participation by my under 18 year 
old. 
• I am aware that my under 18 year old may be audio/video recorded**. 
• I am also aware that any information, or recordings, collected will be securely 
stored, and destroyed after seven years in line with the Data Protection Act. 
• I am aware that there is no obligation on my under 18 year old to participate in 
this study. 
• I am aware that my under 18 year old is free to withdraw his/her participation at 
any time, without having to explain or give a reason. 
• I am aware that I may withdraw my under 18 year old from participating in the 
project at any time.  
• I declare that I have read the information letter, and that my under-18-year old is 
aware of their role as a participant in the project.  
 
______________________________________         __________________________ 
Signature of parent/guardian                                               Date 
 





Appendix 6. Information Letter (Artist/Academic) 
 
 
FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
INFORMATION LETTER 
Dear Artist/Academic, 
My name is Lisa McLoughlin, and I am a currently studying for a PhD in Arts Practice 
from the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of Limerick.  As 
part of my studies I am carrying out an Arts Practice research Project entitled The 
Autonomy Project, Limerick.    
The Autonomy Project is a collaboration between youth groups, artists and Limerick City 
and County Council. This project has been funded through the Arts Council’s ‘Invitation 
to Collaboration’ scheme to promote access to and engagement with the arts. 
I will be conducting semi-structured interviews with artists and academics involved in 
The Autonomy Project. These will be approximately 40 minutes in duration and will be 
held a location convenient to you.  
Participation is entirely voluntary, and any participant may terminate their participation 
at any stage. Interviews will be recorded and transcribed such that any identifying 
information is anonymised to protect participant confidentiality. Participants will be 
offered the option of attribution within the study should they wish to waive their 
anonymity.  Any further information that may emerge from the data that may serve to 
identify a participant will be considered with reference to the protection of participant 
confidentiality and anonymity. Such information may be altered to further protect the 
identity of a participant where possible. 
Data may be used for follow-up publications-presentations.      
If you have any queries or would like more information about the project please contact: 
 
* Principal investigator: Lisa.C.McLoughlin@ul.ie 





This research study has received Ethics approval from the Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (quote approval number). If you have any 
concerns about this study or your participation and wish to contact an independent 
authority, you may contact: 
 
Chairperson Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
AHSS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 











Appendix 7. Consent Form (Artist/Academic) 
 
FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
Dear Artist/Academic: 
I, the undersigned, declare that I am willing to take part in research for the project entitled: 
“The Autonomy Project”. 
• I declare that I have been fully briefed on the nature of this study and my role in 
it and have been given the opportunity to ask questions before agreeing to 
participate.  
• The nature of my participation has been explained to me, and I have full 
knowledge of how the information collected will be used. 
• I am aware that my participation in this study will be audio/video recorded* and 
I agree to this. However, should I feel uncomfortable at any time I can request that 
the recording software be switched off. I am entitled to copies of all recordings 
made and am fully informed as to what will happen to these recordings once the 
study is completed. 
• I am also aware that any information, or recordings collected will be securely 
stored, and destroyed after seven years in line with the Data Protection Act. 
• I am aware that such information may also be used in future academic 
presentations and publications about this study. 
• I fully understand that there is no obligation on me to participate in this study. 
• I fully understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time without 
having to explain or give a reason. 
• I am entitled to full anonymity.   





I may choose to waive my anonymity by ticking the box below; in this case, 
confidentiality will still be maintained with regard to any statements I make which are 
not relevant to this particular project.  
q I would like to be named in the reporting of this project, including within future 
academic presentations and publications. 
If I have ticked the above box, I would like to be referred to as: 
_________________________ 
 
______________________________________         __________________________ 
Signature of participant                                                Date 







Appendix 8. Child Protection Form 
 
 
University of Limerick 
O L L S CO I L   L U I M N I G H 
 
Acceptance of the University of Limerick Child Protection Guidelines 
 
I have read the University of Limerick Child Protection Guidelines and agree to 
abide by its contents. There is no reason why I would be considered unsuitable to 
work with children or young people.  
 
Signature:         
Date:               28/02/2018  
Print Name: Lisa McLoughlin 
 
Department: Irish World Academy of Music and dance  
 










UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK 
O L L S C O I L   L U I M N I G H 
 
Garda Vetting Adherence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
